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sophical works of Descartes, based on the best available Latin and 
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General Introduction 


The aim of this two-volume edition is to provide a completely new 
translation of the philosophical writings of Descartes, based on the 
original Latin and French texts. Although many of Descartes’ philo- 
sophical works are now available in English either individually or in 
various selections, the only tolerably comprehensive edition remains that 
of Haldane and Ross, which first appeared in r911.' But although it has 
come to be regarded as the standard English edition, HR omits many 
works which are crucial for a full understanding of Descartes’ philoso- 
phy. The present work, by contrast, aims to be as comprehensive as 
possible. Considerations of space have prevented us from being as 
inclusive as some, no doubt, would have wished; we have not, for 
example, included any of Descartes’ letters, partly because an excellent 
selection is already available in English.? But as well as including all the _ 
works to be found in Haldane and Ross, viz. the Discourse on the 
Method, Meditations, Objections and Replies, Rules for the Direction of 
the Mind, The Search for Truth, Comments on a Certain Broadsheet, 
The Passions of the Soul and selections from the Principles of Philoso- 
phy, we have also provided extracts from Descartes’ Early Writings, 
from The World, Treatise on Man, Optics and Description of the Human 
Body; our selection from the Principles, moreover, includes many articles 
not translated in Haldane and Ross. In general, we have construed the 
term ‘philosophical’ in a fairly generous way, so as to include, as well as 
Descartes’ more celebrated metaphysical and epistemological works, a 
fair selection of his scientific writings (on physiology, psychology, physics 
and cosmology), which are likely to be of interest to students of 
philosophy and allied disciplines. 

Descartes wrote with equal fluency in Latin and French, and published 
in both languages; within his lifetime some of his Latin works were 
subsequently translated into French, and some of his French works into 


1 The Philosophical Works of Descartes, tr. Elisabeth $, Haldane and G. R. T. Ross 
(Cambridge: CUP, 1911; repr. £931). 

2 Descartes, Philosophical Letters, tr. A. Kenny (Oxford: OUP, 1970; repr. Oxford: 
Blackwells, 1980). 


vii 


vill General Introduction 


Latin, Our own translations of Descartes’ works are made, in each case, 
from the original language in which they were composed (for further 

etails see translators’ prefaces to the individual works). Where subse- 
quent translations approved by Descartes provide important additional 
material, this has also been translated, but in footnotes or within 
diamond brackets (.. .), to distinguish it from the original material. We 
have thus firmly rejected the practice of Haldane and Ross, whose 
translation, e.g. in the case of the Meditations and Principles, is based on 
an uneasy amalgam of the original Latin and later French editions, with 
the result that the reader is frequently left in the dark as to whether a 
given rendering corresponds to Descartes’ original words or to the 
formulation of one of his contemporary translators, 

We have endeavoured to make our translations as accurate as possible, 
while at the same time attempting to produce readable modern English. 
Where Descartes employs technical terms which are now obsolete (e.g. 
“objective reality’) or uses expressions which are liable to cause difficulty 
to the modern student, we have’ supplied explanatory footnotes. But 
apart from this, we have tried to make the translations stand on their 
own feet. Often we have found that the choice of a particular English 
word or phrase hinges on a complex chain of philosophical argument 
which it is impossible to summarize adequately in a brief footnote; to do 
justice to the issues involved would have required a formidable exegetical 
apparatus which would greatly have reduced the space available for 
presenting Descartes’ own writings. We have also rejected the device, 
used sporadically by Haldane and Ross and others, of inserting unex- 
piained original Latin or French phrases when the translation is difficult 
or problematical; such a proceeding merely tends to puzzle the reader 
having no French or Latin, and is of doubtful value to those whe are able 
to consult the original texts for themselves. In cases where we have found 
it necessary to refer to Latin or French terms in our footnotes, we have 
always explained their meaning. 

In dividing the material between the two volumes, we have decided to 
place the Meditations and Objections and Replies together, since they are 
interconnected in the closest possible way, and were originally published 
by Descartes as a single book. These works comprise the bulk of Volume 
Two; also included is The Search for Truth, whose exact date is uncertain 
but which was probably composed in the same period as the Meditations, 
and deals with many of the same themes. Volume One contains all the 
remaining works, arranged in chronological order. Each work is pre- 
ceded by a preface giving details of its composition and original 
publication. Comprehensive philosophical indexes are included at the 
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end of each volume, and each volume also contains a brief chronological 
table of Descartes’ life and works. 

Our translations are based on the texts to be found in the standard 
twelve-volume edition of Descartes’ works by Adam and Tannery 
(known as AT).! We have, however, consulted many other editions, and 
where these have been of particular value they are mentioned in the 
prefaces to individual works. Important departures from the text in AT 
are recorded in footnotes. Where the text is abridged, omitted material is 
indicated by dots, thus ..., and further information is supplied in a 
footnote. For each work we have supplied, in the margins, running 
cross-references to the page number of the relevant volume of AT. It 
should be noted that, unless otherwise indicated, all comments in 
footnotes are those of the translators, not of Descartes, 

The work of translation has been divided as follows: John Cottingham 
has translated the Meditations, Objections and Replies, Early Writings, 
Principles of Philosophy and Description of the Human Body; Robert 
Stoothoff has translated The World, Treatise on Man, Discourse on the 
Method, Optics, The Passions of the Soul and the first half of The Search 
for Truth; and Dugald Murdoch has translated the Rules for the 
Direction of the Mind, Comments on a Certain Broadsheet and the 
second half of The Search for Truth. All the members of the team have, 
however, scrutinized each others’ work, and made numerous sugges- . 
tions, many of which have found their way into the final versions. 

We are happy to acknowledge our debt to the many previous 
translators, editors and writers — too numerous to list here — who have 
contributed to our understanding of Descartes’ works. In a project of this 
size it is no empty formality to acknowledge our own responsibility for 
the shortcomings that undoubtedly remain; we can only enter as our plea 
the words with which Descartes himself concluded the Meditations — 
naturae nostrae infirmitas est agnoscenda. 


John Cottingham 
University of Reading, England 


Robert Stoothoff 
Dugald Murdoch 
University of Canterbury, New Zealand 


1 Oc5uvres de Descartes, edited by Ch. Adam and P. Tannery (revised edition, Paris: 
Vrin/C.N.R.S., 1964-76). 


Chronological table of Descartes’ life and works 


E596 
1606-14 
31636 


1618 


1619 
1622 
1628 
1629 
1633 
1635 
1637 
1641 
1642 


1643 


1644 


born at La Haye near Tours on 31 March 

attends Jesuit college of La Fléche in Anjou! 

takes Baccalauréat and Licence in law at University of 
Poitiers 

goes to Holland; joins army of Prince Maurice of Nassau; 
meets Isaac Beeckman; composes a short treatise on music, 
the Compendium Musicae 

travels in Germany; 10 November: has vision of new mathe- 
matical and scientific system 

returns to France; during next few years spends time in Paris, 
but also travels in Europe 

composes Rules for the Direction of the Mind; leaves for 
Holland, which is to be his home until 1649, though with 
frequent changes of address 

begins working on The World 

condemnation of Galileo; Descartes abandons plans to pub- 
lish The World 

birth of Descartes’ natural daughter Francine, baptized 
7 August (died 1640) 

publishes Discourse on the Method, with Optics, Meteoro- 
logy and Geometry 

Meditations on First Philosophy published, together with 
Objections and Replies (first six sets) 

second edition of Meditations published, with all seven sets 
of Objections and Replies and Letter to Dinet 

Cartesian philosophy condemned at the University of 
Utrecht; Descartes’ long correspondence with Princess 
Elizabeth of Bohemia begins 

visits France; Principles of Philosophy published 


1 Descartes is known to have stayed at La Fiéche for eight or nine years, but the exact dates 
of his arrival and departure are uncertain. Baillet places Descartes’ admission in 1604, 
the year of the College’s foundation (A. Baillet, La vie de Monsieur Des-Cartes (1691), 
vol. 1, p. 18). 


1647 


1648 
1649 


1650 


Chronological table xi 


awarded a pension by King of France; publishes Comments 
on a Certain Broadsheet; begins work on Description of the 
Human Body 

interviewed by Frans Burman at Egmond-Binnen (Conversa- 
tion with Burman) 

goes to Sweden on invitation of Queen Christina; The 
Passions of the Soul published 

dies at Stockholm on 11 February 


Meditations on First Philosophy 


Translator’s preface 


Descartes’ most celebrated philosophical work was written in Latin 
during the period 1638-40, when the philosopher was living, for the 
most part, at Santpoort. This ‘corner of north Holland’, he wrote to 
Mersenne on 17 May 1638, was much more suitable for his work than 
the ‘air of Paris’ with its ‘vast number of inevitable distractions’. The 
work was completed by April 1640, and was first published in Paris in 
1641 by Michel Soly under the title Meditationes de Prima Philosophiae 
(Meditations on First Philosophy); the subtitle adds ‘in which are 
demonstrated the existence of God and the immortality of the soul’. In 
earlier correspondence Descartes had referred to his work as the 
Metaphysics, but he eventually decided that ‘the most suitable title is 
Meditations on First Philosophy, because the discussion is not confined 
to God and the soul but treats in general of all the first things to be. 
discovered by philosophizing’ (letter to Mersenne, rr November 1640). 

Descartes was not entirely satisfied with Soly as a publisher, and he 
arranged for a second edition of the Meditations to be brought out in 
Holland, by the house of Elzevir of Amsterdam. This second edition 
appeared in 1642, with a new and more appropriate subtitle, viz. ‘in 
which are demonstrated the existence of God and the distinction between 
the human soul and the body’. The second edition contains a number of 
minor corrections to the text! (though in practice the sense is seldom 
affected), and except where indicated it is this edition that is followed in 
the present translation. 

A French translation of the Meditations by Louis-Charles d’Albert, 
Duc de Luynes (1620-90) appeared in 1647. This is a tolerably accurate 
version which was published with Descartes’ approval; Adrien Baillet, in 
his biography of Descartes, goes so far as to claim that the philosopher 
took advantage of the French edition to ‘retouch his original work’? In 
fact, however, the French version generally stays fairly close to the Latin, 


1 But the strictures in AT against the first edition are not always well founded; for a full 
discussion see F, Alquié (ed.), Oeuvres philosophiques de Descartes (Paris: Garnier, 
1963~73), vol. it, pp. 377ff. See also General Introduction, above p. ix. 

2 A. Baillet, Vie de Monsieur Des-Cartes (1691), vol. 11, p. 172. 
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There are a number of places where phrases in the original are para- 
phrased or expanded somewhat, but it is impossible to say which of these 
modifications, if any, were directly initiated by Descartes (some are 
certainly too clumsy to be his work). There is thus no good case for 
giving the French version greater authority than the original Latin text, 
which we know that Descartes himself composed; and the present 
translation therefore always provides, in the first instance, a direct 
rendering of the original Latin. But where expansions or modifications to 
be found in the French version offer useful glosses on, or additions to, the 
original, these are also translated, but always in diamond brackets, or in 
footnotes, to avoid confusion.’ For details of the Objections and Replies, 
which were published together with the Meditations in the 1641 and 
1642 editions, see below, p. 63. 


jc. 


1 For detailed comparison between the French and Latin versions see G. Rodis Lewis {ed.), 
Descartes, Méditations: texte Latin et traduction du Duc de Luynes (Paris: Vrin, 1946). 


[Dedicatory letter to the Sorbonne] AT VI 


To those most learned and distinguished men, the Dean and Doctors of + 
the sacred Faculty of Theology at Paris, from René Descartes. 


I have a very good reason for offering this book to you, and I am 
confident that you will have an equally good reason for giving it your 
protection once you understand the principle behind my undertaking; so 
much so, that my best way of commending it to you will be to tell you 
briefly of the goal which I shall be aiming at in the book. 

Ihave always thought that two topics — namely God and the soul — are 
prime examples of subjects where demonstrative proofs ought to be given 
with the aid of philosophy rather than theology. For us who are believers, 
it is enough to accept on faith that the human soul does not die with the 2 
body, and that God exists; but in the case of unbelievers, it seems that 
there is no religion, and practically no moral virtue, that they can be 
persuaded to adopt until these two truths are proved to them by natural 
reason. And since in this life the rewards offered to vice are often greater, 
than the rewards of virtue, few people would prefer what is right to what 
is expedient if they did not fear God or have the expectation of an 
after-life. It is of course quite true that we must believe in the existence of 
God because it is a doctrine of Holy Scripture, and conversely, that we 
must believe Holy Scripture because it comes from God; for since faith is 
the gift of God, he who gives us grace to believe other things can also give 
us grace to believe that he exists. But this argument cannot be put to 
unbelievers because they would judge it to be circular. Moreover, I have 
noticed both that you and all other theologians assert that the existence 
of God is capable of proof by natural reason, and also that the inference 
from Holy Scripture is that the knowledge of God is easier to acquire than 
the knowledge we have of many created things — so easy, indeed, that 
those who do not acquire it are at fault. This is clear from a passage in the 
Book of Wisdom, Chapter 13: ‘Howbeit they are not to be excused; for if 
their knowledge was so great that they could value this world, why did 
they not rather find out the Lord thereof?’ And in Romans, Chapter 1 it is 
said that they are ‘without excuse’. And in the same placc, in the passage 
‘that which is known of God is manifest in them’, we seem to be told that 
everything that may be known of God can be demonstrated by reasoning 
which has no other source but our own mind, Hence | thought it was 
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quite proper for me to inquire how this may be, and how God may be 
more easily and more certainly known than the things of this world. 

As regards the soul, many people have considered that it is not easy to 
discover its nature, and some have even had the audacity to assert that, as 
far as human reasoning goes, there are persuasive grounds for holding 
that the soul dies along with the body and that the opposite view is based 
on faith alone. But in its eighth session the Lateran Council held under 
Leo X condemned those who take this position,’ and expressly enjoined 
Christian philosophers to refute their arguments and use ail their powers 
to establish the truth; so 1 have not hesitated to attempt this task as well. 

In addition, | know that the only reason why many irreligious people 
are unwilling to believe that God exists and that the human mind is 
distinct from the body is the alleged fact that no one has hitherto been 
able to demonstrate these points. Now I completely disagree with this: I 
think that when properly understood almost all the arguments that have 
been put forward on these issues by the great men have the force of 
demonstrations, and | am convinced that it is scarcely possible to provide 
any arguments which have not already been produced by someone else. 
Nevertheless, I think there can be no more useful service to be rendered in 
philosophy than to conduct a careful search, once and for all, for the best 
of these arguments, and to set them out so precisely and clearly as to 
produce for the future a general agreement that they amount to 
demonstrative proofs. And finally, 1 was strongly pressed to undertake 
this task by several people who knew that I had developed a method for 
resolving certain difficulties in the sciences — not a new method (for 
nothing is older than the truth), but one which they had seen me use with 
some success in other areas; and | therefore thought it my duty to make 
some attempt to apply it to the matter in hand. 

The present treatise contains everything that 1 have been able to 
accomplish in this area. Not that I have attempted to collect here all the 
different arguments that could be put forward to establish the same 
results, for this does not seem worthwhile except in cases where no single 
argument is regarded as sufficiently reliable. What i have done is to take 
merely the principal and most important arguments and develop them in 
such a way that | would now venture to put them forward as very certain 
and evident demonstrations. 1 will add that these proofs are of such a 
kind that I reckon they leave no room for the possibility that the human 
mind will ever discover better ones. The vital importance of the cause and 
the glory of God, to which the entire undertaking is directed, here 
compel me to speak somewhat more freely about my own achievements 


1 The Lateran Council of 1513 condemned the Averroist heresy which denied personal 
immortality. 
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than is my custom. But although I regard the proofs as quite certain and 
evident, | cannot therefore persuade myself that they are suitable to be 
grasped by everyone. In geometry there are many writings left by 
Archimedes, Apollonius, Pappus and others which are accepted by 
everyone as evident and certain because they contain absolutely nothing 
that is not very easy to understand when considered on its own, and each 
step fits in precisely with what has gone before; yet because they are 
somewhat long, and demand a very attentive reader, it is only compara- 
tively few people who understand them. In the same way, although the 
proofs | employ here are in my view as certain and evident as the proofs 
of geometry, if not more so, it will, | fear, be impossible for many people 
to achieve an adequate perception of them, both because they are rather 
long and some depend on others, and also, above all, because they 
require a mind which is completely free from preconceived opinions and 
which can easily detach itself from involvement with the senses, More- 
over, people who have an aptitude for metaphysical studies are certainly 
not to be found in the world in any greater numbers than those who have 
an aptitude for geometry, What is more, there is the difference that in 
geometry everyone has been taught to accept that as a rule no pro- 
position is put forward in a beok without there being a conclusive 
demonstration available; so inexperienced students make the mistake of 
accepting what is false, in their desire to appear to understand it, more 
often than they make the mistake of rejecting what is true. In philosophy, 
by contrast, the belief is that everything can be argued either way; so few 
people pursue the truth, while the great majority build up their reputa- 
tion for ingenuity by boldly attacking whatever is most sound. 

Hence, whatever the quality of my arguments may be, because they 
have to do with philosophy I do not expect they will enable me to achieve 
any very worthwhile results uniess you come to my aid by granting me 
your patronage.! The reputation of your Faculty is so firmly fixed in the 
minds of all, and the name of the Sorbonne has such authority that, with 
the exception of the Sacred Councils, no institution carries more weight 
than yours in matters of faith; while as regards human philosophy, you 
are thought of as second to none, both for insight and soundness and also 
for the integrity and wisdom of your pronouncements. Because of this, 
the results of your careful attention to this book, if you deigned to give it, 
would be threefold. First, the errors in it would be corrected — for when I 
remember not only that | am a human being, but above all that | am an 
ignorant one, | cannot claim it is free of mistakes. Secondly, any passages 


x Although the title page of the first edition of the Meditations carries the words ‘with the 
approval of the learned doctors’, Descartes never in fact obtained the endorsement from 
the Sorbonne which he sought. 
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which are defective, or insufficiently developed or requiring further 
explanation, would be supplemented, completed and clarified, either by 
yourselves cr by me after you have given me your advice. And lastly, once 
the arguments in the book proving that God exists and that the mind is 
distinct from the body have been brought, as | am sure they can be, to 
such a pitch of clarity that they are fit to be regarded as very exact 
demonstrations, you may be willing to declare as much, and make a 
public statement to that effect. If all this were to happen, I do not doubt 
that all the errors which have ever existed on these subjects would soon 
be eradicated from the minds of men. In the case of all those who share 
your intelligence and learning, the truth itself will readily ensure that they 
subscribe to your opinion. As for the atheists, who are generally posers 
rather than people of real intelligence or learning, your authority will 
induce them to lay aside the spirit of contradiction; and, since they know 
that the arguments are regarded as demonstrations by all who are 
intellectually gifted, they may even go so far as to defend them, rather 
than appear not to understand them. And finally, everyone else will 
confidently go along with so many declarations of assent, and there will 
be no one left in the world who will dare to call into doubt either the 
existence of God or the real distinction between the human soul and 
body. The great advantage that this would bring is something which you, 
in your singular wisdom, are in a better position to evaluate than 
anyone;} and it would ill become me to spend any more time commend- 
ing the cause of God and religion to you, who have always been the 
greatest tower of strength to the Catholic Church. 


Preface to the reader? 


I briefly touched on the topics of God and the human mind in my 
Discourse on the method of rightly conducting reason and seeking the 
truth in the sciences, which was published in French in 1637. My purpose 
there was not to provide a full treatment, but merely to offer a sample, 
and learn from the views of my readers how | should handle these topics 
at a later date. The issues seemed to me of such great importance that I 
considered they ought to be dealt with more than once; and the route 
which I follow in explaining them is so untrodden and so remote from 
the normal way, that | thought it would not be helpful to give a full 


t ‘It is for you to judge the advantage that would come from establishing these beliefs 
firmly, since you see all the disorders which come from their being doubted’ (French 
version). 

2 The French version of 1647 does not translate this preface, but substitutes a brief 
foreword, Le Libraire au Lecteur (‘The Publisher to the Reader’), which is probably not 
by Descartes. 
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account of it in a book written in French and designed to be read by all 
and sundry, in case weaker intellects might believe that they ought to set 
out on the same path. 

In the Discourse | asked anyone who found anything worth criticizing 
in what I had written to be kind enough to point it out to me.! In the case 
of my remarks concerning God and the soul, only two objections worth 
mentioning were put to me, which I shall now briefly answer before 
embarking on a more precise elucidation of these topics. 

The first objection is this. From the fact that the human mind, when 
directed towards itself, does not perceive itself to be anything other than 
a thinking thing, it does not follow that its nature or essence consists only 
in its being a thinking thing, where the word ‘only’ excludes everything 
else that could be said to belong to the nature of the soul. My answer to 
this objection is that in that passage it was not my intention to make 
those exclusions in an order corresponding to the actual truth of the 
matter (which I was not dealing with at that stage) but merely in an order 
corresponding to my own perception. So the sense of the passage was 
that I was aware of nothing at all that | knew belonged to my essence, 
except that I was a thinking thing, or a thing possessing within itself the 
faculty of thinking.’ | shall, however, show below how it follows from the 
fact that | am aware of nothing else belonging to my essence, that nothing 
else does in fact belong to it. : 

The second objection is this. From the fact that | have within me an 
idea of a thing more perfect than myself, it does not follow that the idea 
itself is more perfect than me, still less that what is represented by the 
idea exists. My reply is that there is an ambiguity here in the word ‘idea’. 
‘Idea’ can be taken materially, as an operation of the intellect, in which 
case it cannot be said to be more perfect than me. Alternatively, it can be 
taken objectively, as the thing represented by that operation; and this 
thing, even if it is not regarded as existing outside the intellect, can still, in 
virtue of its essence, be more perfect than myself. As to how, from the 
mere fact that there is within me an idea of something more perfect than 
me, it follows that this thing really exists, this is something which will be 
fully explained below. 

Apart from these objections, there are two fairly lengthy essays which i 
have looked at,’ but these did not attack my reasoning on these matters 
so much as my conclusions, and employed arguments lifted from the 
standard sources of the atheists. But arguments of this sort can carry no 


1 See Discourse, part 6: vol. 1, p. 149. 

2 See Discourse, part 4: vol. 1, p. 127. 

3 One of the critics referred to here is Petit: see letter to Mersenne of 17 May 1638. The 
other is unknown. 
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weight with those who understand my reasoning. Moreover, the judge- 
ment of many people is so silly and weak that, once they have accepted a 
view, they continue to believe it, however false and irrational it may be, 
in preference to a true and well-grounded refutation which they hear 
subsequently. So I do not wish to reply to such arguments here, if only to 
avoid having to state them. I will only make the generai point thar all the 
objections commonly tossed around by atheists to attack the existence of 
God invariably depend either on attributing human feelings to God or on 
arrogantly supposing our own minds to be so powerful and wise that we 
can attempt to grasp and set limits to what God can or should perform. 
So, provided only that we remember that our minds must be regarded as 
finite, while God is infinite and beyond our comprehension, such 
objections will not cause us any difficulty. 

But now that I have, after a fashion, taken an initial sample of people’s 
opinions, 1am again tackling the same questions concerning God and the 
human mind; and this time 1 am also going to deal with the foundations 
of First Philosophy in its entirety. But 1 do not expect any popular 
approval, or indeed any wide audience. On the contrary t would not urge 
anyone to read this book except those who are able and willing to 
meditate seriously with me, and to withdraw their minds from the senses 
and from all preconceived opinions. Such readers, as | well know, are few 
and far between. Those who do not bother to grasp the proper order of 
my arguments and the connection between them, but merely try to carp 
at individual sentences, as is the fashion, will not get much benefit from 
reading this book. They may well find an opportunity to quibble in many 
places, but it will not be easy for them to produce objections which are 
telling or worth replying to. 

But I certainly do not promise to satisfy my other readers straightaway 
on all points, and ] am not so presumptuous as to believe that 1 am 
capable of foreseeing all the difficulties which anyone may find. So first of 
all, in the Meditations, | will set out the very thoughts which have 
enabled me, in my view, to arrive at a certain and evident knowledge of 
the truth, so that I can find out whether the same arguments which have 
convinced me will enable me to convince others. Next, I will reply to the 
objections of various men of outstanding intellect and scholarship who 
had these Meditations sent to them for scrutiny before they went to press. 
For the objections they raised were so many and so varied that | would 
venture to hope that it will be hard for anyone else to think of any point — 
at least of any importance — which these critics have not touched on. f 
therefore ask my readers not to pass judgement on the Meditations until 
they have been kind enough to read through all these objections and my 
replies to them. 


Synopsis of the following six Meditations 


In the First Meditation reasons are provided which give us possible 
grounds for doubt about all things, especially material things, so long as 
we have no foundations for the sciences other than those which we have 
had up till now. Although the usefulness of such extensive doubt is not 
apparent at first sight, its greatest benefit lies in freeing us from all our 
preconceived opinions, and providing the easiest route by which the 
mind may be led away from the senses. The eventual result of this doubt 
is to make it impossible for us to have any further doubts about what we 
subsequently discover to be true. 

In the Second Meditation, the mind uses its own freedom and supposes 
the non-existence of all the things about whose existence it can have even 
the slightest doubt; and in so doing the mind notices that it is impossible 
that it should not itself exist during this time. This exercise is also of the 
greatest benefit, since it enables the mind to distinguish without difficulty 
what belongs to itself, i.e. to an intellectual nature, from what belongs to 
the body. But since some people may perhaps expect arguments for the 
immortality of the soul in this section, I think they should be warned here 
and now that I have tried not to put down anything which I could not 
precisely demonstrate. Hence the only order which I could follow was 
that normally employed by geometers, namely to set out all the 


premisses on which a desired proposition depends, before drawing any 


conclusions about it. Now the first and most important prerequisite for 
knowledge of the immortality of the soul is for us to form a concept of 
the soul which is as clear as possible and is also quite distinct from every 
concept of body; and that is just what has been done in this section. A 
further requirement is that we should know that everything that we 
clearly and distinctly understand is true in a way which corresponds 
exactly to our understanding of it; but it was not possible to prove this 
before the Fourth Meditation. In addition we need to have a distinct 
concept of corporeal nature, and this is developed partly in the Second 
Meditation itself, and partly in the Fifth and Sixth Meditations. The 
inference to be drawn from these results is that all the things that we 
clearly and distinctly conceive of as different substances (as we do in the 
case of mind and body) are in fact substances which are really distinct 
one from the other; and this conclusion is drawn in the Sixth Meditation. 
This conclusion is confirmed in the same Meditation by the fact that we 
cannot understand a body except as being divisible, while by contrast we 
cannot understand a mind except as being indivisible. For we cannot 
conceive of half of a mind, while we can always conceive of haif of a 
body, however small; and this leads us to recognize that the natures of 
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mind and body are not only different, but in some way opposite, But I 
have not pursued this topic any further in this book, first because these 
arguments are enough to show that the decay of the body does not imply 
the destruction of the mind, and are hence enough to give mortals the 
hope of an after-life, and secondly because the premisses which lead to 
the conclusion that the sou! is immortal depend on an account of the 
whole of physics. This is required for two reasons. First, we need to know 
that absolutely all substances, or things which must be created by God in 
order to exist, are by their nature incorruptible and cannot ever cease to 
exist unless they are reduced to nothingness by God’s denying his 
concurrence! to them. Secondly, we need to recognize that body, taken in 
the general sense, is a substance, so that it too never perishes. But the 
human body, in so far as it differs from other bodies, is simply made up 
of a certain configuration of limbs and other accidents’ of this sort; 
whereas the human mind is not made up of any accidents in this way, but 
is a pure substance. For even if all the accidents of the mind change, so 
that it has different objects of the understanding and different desires and 
sensations, it does not on that account become a different mind; whereas 
a human body loses its identity merely as a result of a change in the shape 
of some of its parts. And it follows from this that while the body can very 
easily perish, the mind? is immortal by its very nature. 

In the Third Meditation | have explained quite fully enough, I think, 
my principal argument for proving the existence of God. But in order to 
draw my readers’ minds away from the senses as far as possible, 1 was not 
willing to use any comparison taken from bodily things. So it may be that 
many obscurities remain; but 1 hope they will be completely removed 
later, in my Replies to the Objections. One such problem, among others, 
is how the idea of a supremely perfect being, which is in us, possesses so 
much objective’ reality that it can come only from a cause which is 
supremely perfect. In the Replies this is illustrated by the comparison of a 
very perfect machine, the idea of which is in the mind of some engineer.’ 
Just as the objective intricacy belonging to the idea must have some 


1 The continuous divine action necessary to maintain things in existence; see below, Fifth 
Replies pp. 254f. 

2 Descartes here uses this scholastic term to refer to those features of a thing which may 
alter, e.g. the particular size, shape etc, of a body, or the particular thoughts, desires etc. 
of a mind. 

3‘... or the soul of man, for | make no distinction between them’ (added in French 
version). 

4 For Descartes’ use of this term, see Med. Ill, below p. 28. 

5 First Replies, below p. 75. 
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cause, namely the scientific knowledge of the engineer, or of someone else 
who passed the idea on to him, so the idea of God which is in us must 
have God himself as its cause. 

In the Fourth Meditation it is proved that everything that we clearly 
and distinctly perceive is true, and I also explain what the nature of 
falsity consists in. These results need to be known both in order to 
confirm what has gone before and also to make intelligible what is to 
come later. (But here it should be noted in passing that I do not deal at all 
with sin, i.e. the error which is committed in pursuing good and evil, but 
only with the error that occurs in distinguishing truth from falsehood. 
And there is no discussion of matters pertaining to faith or the conduct of 
life, but simply of speculative truths which are known solely by means of 
the natural light.)! 

In the Fifth Meditation, besides an account of corporeal nature taken 
in general, there is a new argument demonstrating the existence of God. 
Again, several difficulties may arise here, but these are resolved later in 
the Replies to the Objections. Finally | explain the sense in which it is true 
that the certainty even of geometrical demonstrations depends on the 
knowledge of God. 

Lastly, in the Sixth Meditation, the intellect is distinguished from the 
imagination; the criteria for this distinction are explained; the mind is 
proved to be really distinct from the body, but is shown, notwithstand- 
ing, to be so closely joined to it that the mind and the body make up a 
kind of unit; there is a survey of all the errors which commonly come 
from the senses, and an explanation of how they may be avoided; and, 
lastly, there is a presentation of all the arguments which enabi che 
existence of material things to be inferred. The great benefit of taese 
arguments is not, in my view, that they prove what they establish — 
namely that there really is a world, and thar human beings have bodies 
and so on — since no sane person has ever seriously doubted these things. 
The point is that in considering these arguments we come to realize that 
they are not as solid or as transparent as the arguments which lead us to 
knowledge of our own minds and of God, so that the latter are the most 
certain and evident of all possible objects of knowledge for the human 
intellect. Indeed, this is the one thing that I set myself to prove in these 
Meditations. And for that reason | will not now go over the various other 
issues in the book which are dealt with as they come up. 


1 Descartes added this passage after reading the Fourth Set of Objections (see below pp. 
151-2). He told Mersenne “please put the words in brackets so that it can be seen that 
they have been added’ (letter of 18 March 1641}. 
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MEDITATIONS ON FIRST PHILOSOPHY 


in which are demonstrated the existence of God and the 
distinction between the human soul and the body 


FIRST MEDITATION 


What can be called into doubt 


Some years ago I was struck by the large number of falsehoods that] had 
accepted as true in my childhood, and by the highly doubtful nature of 
the whole edifice that | had subsequently based on them. I realized that it 
was necessary, once in the course of my life, to demolish everything 
completely and start again right from the foundations if | wanted to 
establish anything at all in the sciences that was stable and likely to last. 
But the task looked an enormous one, and I began to wait until I should 
reach a mature enough age to ensure that no subsequent time of life 
would be more suitable for tackling such inquiries. This led me to put the 
project off for so long that I would now be to blame if by pondering over 
it any further | wasted the time still left for carrying it out. So today I 
have expressly rid my mind of all worries and arranged for myself a clear 
stretch of free time. Lam here quite alone, and at last | will devote myself sin- 
cerely and without reservation to the general demolition of my opinions. 

But to accomplish this, it will not be necessary for me to show that all 
my opinions are false, which is something I could perhaps never manage. 
Reason now leads me to think that | should hold back my assent from 
opinions which are not completely certain and indubitable just as 
carefully as | do from those which are patently false. So, for the purpose 
of rejecting all my opinions, it will be enough if | find in each of them at 
least some reason for doubt. And to do this I will not need to run through 
them all individually, which would be an endless task. Once the 
foundations of a building are undermined, anything built on them 
collapses of its own accord; so | will go straight for the basic principles 
on which all my former beliefs rected. 

Whatever I have up till now accepted as most true I have acquired 
either from the senses or through the senses. But from time to time I have 
found that the senses deceive, and it is prudent never to trust completely 
those who have deceived us even once. 

Yet although the senses occasionally deceive us with respect to objects 
which are very small or in the distance, there are many other beliefs about 
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which doubt is quite impossible, even though they are derived from the 
senses — for example, that | am here, sitting by the fire, wearing a winter 
dressing-gown, holding this piece of paper in my hands, and so on. 
Again, how could it be denied that these hands or this whole body are 
mine? Unless perhaps | were to liken myself to madmen, whose brains are 
so damaged by the persistent vapours of melancholia that they firmly 
maintain they are kings when they are paupers, or say they are dressed in 
purple when they are naked, or that their heads are made of earthenware, 
or that they are pumpkins, or made of glass. But such people are insane, 
and | would be thought equally mad if I took anything from them as a 
model for myself. 

A brilliant piece of reasoning! As if | were not a man who sleeps at 
night, and regularly has all the same experiences! while asleep as 
madmen do when awake — indeed sometimes even more improbable 
ones. How often, asleep at night, am 1 convinced of just such familiar 
events — that | am here in my dressing-gown, sitting by the fre — when in 
fact | am lying undressed in bed! Yet at the moment my eyes are certainly 
wide awake when I look at this piece of paper; I shake my head and it is 
not asleep; as | stretch out and feel my hand | do so deliberately, and I 
know what | am doing. All this would not happen with such distinctness 
to someone asleep. Indeed! As if I did not remember other occasions 
when I have been tricked by exactly similar thoughts while asleep! As 1 
think about this more carefully, | see plainly that there are never any sure 
signs by means of which being awake can be distinguished from being 
asleep. The result is that I begin to feel dazed, and this very feeling only 
reinforces the notion that 1 may be asleep. 

Suppose then that [ am dreaming, and that these particulars — that my 
eyes are open, that | am moving my head and stretching out my hands — 
are not true. Perhaps, indeed, | do not even have such hands or such a 
body at all. Nonetheless, it must surely be admitted that the visions 
which come in sleep are like paintings, which must have been fashioned 
in the likeness of things that are real, and hence that at least these general 
kinds of things — eyes, head, hands and the body as a whole — are things 
which are not imaginary but are real and exist. For even when painters 
try to create sirens and satyrs with the most extraordinary bodies, they 
cannot give them natures which are new in all respects; they simply 
jumble up the limbs of different animals. Or if perhaps they manage to 
think up something so new that nothing remotely similar has ever been 
seen before — something which is therefore completely fictitious and 
unreal] — at least the colours used in the composition must be real. By 
similar reasoning, although these general kinds of things — eyes, head, 
i ‘...and in my dreams regularly represent to myself the same things’ (French version). 
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hands and so on — could be imaginary, it must at least be admitted that 
certain other even simpler and more universal things are real. These are 
as it were the real colours from which we form all the images of things, 
whether true or false, that occur in our thought. 

This class appears to include corporeal nature in general, and its 
extension; the shape of extended things; the quantity, or size and number 
of these things; the place in which they may exist, the time through which 
they may endure,' and so on. 
~So a reasonable conclusion from this might be that physics, astronomy, 
medicine, and all other disciplines which depend on the study of 
composite things, are doubtful; while arithmetic, geometry and other 
subjects of this kind, which deal only with the simplest and most general 
things, regardless of whether they really exist in nature or not, contain 
something certain and indubitable. For whether I am awake or asleep, 
two and three added together are five, and a square has no more than 
four sides. It seems impossible that such transparent truths should incur 
any suspicion of being false. 


And yet firmly rooted in my mind is the long-standing opinion that 


there is an omnipotent God who made me the kind of creature that I am. 
How do I know that he has not brought it about that there is no earth, no 
sky, no extended thing, no shape, no size, no place, while at the same 
time ensuring that all these things appear to me to exist just as they do 
now? What is more, since | sometimes believe that others go astray in 
cases where they think they have the most perfect knowledge, may | not 
similarly go wrong every time | add two and three or count the sides of a 
square, or in some even simpler matter, if that is imaginable? But 
perhaps God would not have allowed me to be deceived in this way, since 
he is said to be supremely good. But if it were inconsistent with his 
goodness to have created me such that I am deceived all the time, it 


_ would seem equally foreign to his goodness to allow me to be deceived 
“even occasionally; yet this last assertion cannot be made.” 


Perhaps there may be some who would prefer to deny the existence of 
so powerful a God rather than believe that everything else is uncertain. 
Let us not argue with them, but grant them that everything said about 
God is a fiction. According to their supposition, then, | have arrived 
at.my present state by fate or chance or a continuous chain of events, 
or by some other means; yet since deception and error seem to be 
imperfections, the less powerful they make my original cause, the more 
likely it is that | am so imperfect as to be deceived all the time. I have no 
answer to these arguments, but am finally compelled to admit that there 
is not one of my former beliefs about which a doubt may not properly be 


1 ‘,.. the place where they are, the time which measures their duration’ (French version). 
2‘... yet } cannot doubt that he does allow this’ (French version). 
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raised; and this is not a flippant or ill-considered conclusion, but is based 
on powerful and well thought-out reasons. So in future | must withhold 
my assent from these former beliefs just as carefully as | would from 
obvious falsehoods, if 1 want to discover any certainty.! 

But it is not enough merely to have noticed this; | must make an effort 
to remember it. My habitual opinions keep coming back, and, despite my 
wishes, they capture my belief, which is as it were bound over to them as 
a result of long occupation and the law of custom. I shall never get out of 
the habit of confidently assenting to these opinions, so long as I suppose 
them to be what in fact they are, namely highly probable opinions — 
opinions which, despite the fact that they are in a sense doubtful, as has 
just been shown, it is still much more reasonable to believe than to deny. 
in view of this, | think it will be a good plan to turn my will in com- 
pletely the opposite direction and deceive myself, by pretending for a 
time that these former opinions are utterly false and imaginary. | shall do 
this until the weight of preconceived opinion is counter-balanced and the 
distorting influence of habit no longer prevents my judgement from 
perceiving things correctly. In the meantime, 1 know that no danger or 
error will result from my plan, and that I cannot possibly go too far in my 
distrustful attitude. This is because the task now in hand does not involve 
action but merely the acquisition of knowledge. 

I will suppose therefore that not God, who is supremely good and the 
source of truth, but rather some malicious demon of the utmost power 
and cunning has employed all his energies in order to deceive me. | shall 
think that the sky, the air, the earth, colours, shapes, sounds and all 
external things are merely the delusions of dreams which he has devised 
to ensnare my judgement. I shall consider myself as not having hands or 
eyes, or flesh, or blood or senses, but as falsely believing that I have all 
these things. I shall stubbornly and firmly persist in this meditation; and, 
even if it is not in my power to know any truth, I shall at least do what is 
in my power,’ that is, resolutely guard against assenting to any false- 
hoods, so that the deceiver, however powerful and cunning he may be, 
will be unable to impose on me in the slightest degree. But this is an 
arduous undertaking, and a kind of laziness brings me back to normal 
life. | am like a prisoner who is enjoying an imaginary freedom while 
asleep; as he begins to suspect that he is asleep, he dreads being woken 
up, and goes along with the pleasant illusion as long as he can. In the 
same way, I happily slide back into my old opinions and dread being 
shaken out of them, for fear that my peaceful sleep may be followed by 
hard labour when I wake, and that I shall have to toi! not in the light, but 
amid the inextricable darkness of the problems I have now raised. 


t ‘...in the sciences’ (added in French version). 
2‘... nevertheless it is in my power to suspend my judgement’ (French version). 


22 


23 


24 


25 


SECOND MEDITATION 


The nature of the human mind, and bow it is better known 
than the body 


So serious are the doubts into which | have been thrown as a result of 
yesterday’s meditation that I can neither put them out of my mind nor 
see any way of resolving them. It feels as if I have fallen unexpectedly into 
a deep whirlpool which tumbles me around so that | can neither stand on 
the bottom nor swim up to the top. Nevertheless | will make an effort and 
once more attempt the same path which I started on yesterday. Anything 
which admits of the slightest doubt I will set aside just as if I had found it 
to be wholly false; and 1 will proceed in this way until | recognize 
something certain, or, if nothing else, until | at least recognize for certain 
that there is no certainty. Archimedes used to demand just one firm and 
immovable point in order to shift the entire earth; so | too can hope for 
great things if | manage to find just one thing, however slight, that is 
certain and unshakeable. 

I will suppose then, that everything | see is spurious. I will believe that 
my memory tells me lies, and that none of the things that it reports ever 
happened. I have no senses. Body, shape, extension, movement and place 
are chimeras. So what remains true? Perhaps just the one fact that 
nothing is certain. 

Yet apart from everything i have just listed, how do I know that there 
is not something else which does not allow even the slightest occasion for 
doubt? Is there not a God, or whatever I may call him, who puts into me! 
the thoughts | am now having? But why do { think this, since | myself 
may perhaps be the author of these thoughts? In that case am not I, at 
least, something? But | have just said that 1 have no senses and no body. 
This is the sticking point: what follows from this? Am I not so bound up 
with a body and with senses that | cannot exist without them? But I have 
convinced myself that there is absolutely nothing in the world, no sky, no 
earth, no minds, no bodies. Does it now follow that I too do not exist? 


1‘... puts into my mind? (French version). 
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No: if I convinced myself of something! then I certainly existed. But there 
is a deceiver of supreme power and cunning who is deliberately and 
constantly deceiving me. In that case I too undoubtedly exist, if he is 
deceiving me; and let him deceive me as much as he can, he will never 
bring it about that I am nothing so long as ! think that | am something. So 
after considering everything very thoroughly, | must finally conclude that 
this proposition, I am, I exist, is necessarily true whenever it is put 
forward by me or conceived in my mind. 

But I do not yet have a sufficient understanding of what this ‘I’ is, that 
now necessarily exists. So | must be on my guard against carelessly taking 
something else to be this ‘I’, and so making a mistake in the very irem of 
knowledge that I maintain is the most certain and evident of all. [ will 
therefore go back and meditate on what | originally believed myself to be, 
before | embarked on this present train of thought. | will then subtract 
anything capable of being weakened, even minimally, by the arguments 
now introduced, so that what is left at the end may be exactly and only 
what is certain and unshakeable. 

What then did I formerly think | was? A man. But what is a man? Shall 
I say ‘a cational animal’? No; for then I should have to inquire what an 
animal is, what rationality is, and in this way one question would lead me 

~ down the slope to other harder ones, and | do not now have the time to 
waste on subtleties of this kind. Instead I propose to concentrate on what 
came into my thoughts spontaneously and quite naturally whenever I 
used to consider what I was. Well, the first thought to come to mind was 
that | had a face, hands, arms and the whole mechanical structure of 
limbs which can be seen in a corpse, and which | called the body. The 
next thought was that I was nourished, that | moved about, and that | 
engaged in sense-perception and thinking; and these actions | attributed 
to the soul. But as to the nature of this soul, either 1 did not think about 
this or else | imagined it to be something tenuous, like a wind or fire or 
ether, which permeated my more solid parts. As to the body, however, I 
had no doubts about it, but thought I knew its nature distinctly. If | had 
tried to describe the mental conception I had of it, 1 would have 
expressed it as follows: by a body I understand whatever has a 
determinable shape and a definable location and can occupy a space in 
such a way as to exclude any other body; it can be perceived by touch, 
sight, hearing, taste or smell, and can be moved in various ways, not by 
itself but by whatever else comes into contact with it. For, according to 
my judgement, the power of self-movement, like the power of sensation 
or of thought, was quite foreign to the nature of a body; indeed, it was a 


1‘... or thought anything at all’ (French version). 
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source of wonder to me that certain bodies were found to contain 
faculties of this kind. 

But what shall | now say that | am, when | am supposing that there is 
some supremely powerful and, if it is permissible to say so, malicious 
deceiver, who is deliberately trying to trick me in every way he can? Can | 
now assert that I possess even the most insignificant of all the attributes 
which I have just said belong to the nature of a body? I scrutinize them, 
think about them, go over them again, but nothing suggests itself; it is 
tiresome and pointless to go through the list once more. But what about 
the attributes I assigned to the soul? Nutrition or movement? Since now I 
do not have a body, these are mere fabrications. Sense-perception? This 
surely does not occur without a body, and besides, when asleep | have 
appeared to perceive through the senses many things which I afterwards 
realized | did not perceive through the senses at all. Thinking? At last I 
have discovered it — thought; this alone is inseparable from me. I am, I 
exist — that is certain. But for how long? For as long as | am thinking. For 
it could be that were I totally to cease from thinking, I should totally 
cease to exist. At present | am not admitting anything except what is 
necessarily true. 1 am, then, in the strict sense only a thing that thinks;! 
that is, 1am a mind, or intelligence, or intellect, or reason — words whose 
meaning | have been ignorant of until now. But for all that ] am a thing 
which is real and which truly exists. But what kind of a thing? As I have 
just said — a thinking thing. 

What else am 1? I will use my imagination.” I am not that structure of 
limbs which is called a human body. | am not even some thin vapour 
which permeates the limbs — a wind, fire, air, breath, or whatever I depict 
in my imagination; for these are things which | have supposed to be 
nothing. Let this supposition stand;? for all that I am still something. And 
yet may it not perhaps be the case that these very things which | am 
supposing to be nothing, because they are unknown to me, are in reality 
identical with the ‘? of which | am aware? I do not know, and for the 
moment I shall not argue the point, since ] can make judgements only 
about things which are known to me. | know that I exist; the question is, 
what is this ‘P that I know? If the ‘1 is understood strictly as we have 
been taking it, then it is quite certain that knowledge of it does not 
i The word ‘only’ is most naturally taken as going with ‘a thing that thinks’, and this 

interpretation is followed in the French version. When discussing this passage with 

Gassendi, however, Descartes suggests that he meant the ‘only’ to govern ‘in the strict 

sense’; see below p. 276. 

2‘... to see if | am not something more’ (added in French version). 
Lat. maneat (‘let it stand’), first edition. The second edition has the indicative manet: 
‘The proposition still stands, viz. that | am nonetheless something.’ The French version 


reads: ‘without changing this supposition, | find that I am still certain that | am 
something’. 
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depend on things of whose existence I am as yet unaware; so it cannot 
depend on any of the things which | invent in my imagination. And this 
very word ‘invent’ shows me my mistake. It would indeed be a case of 
fictitious invention if | used my imagination to establish thar 1 was 
something or other; for imagining is simply contemplating the shape or 
image of a corporeal thing. Yet now I know for certain both chat | exist 
and at the same time that all such images and, in general, everything 
relating to the nature of body, could be mere dreams <and chimeras>. 
Once this point has been grasped, to say ‘I will use my imagination to get 
to know more distinctly what | am’ would seem to be as silly as saying ‘I 
am now awake, and see some truth; but since my vision is not yet clear 
enough, | will deliberately fall asleep so that my dreams may provide a 
truer and clearer representation.’ | thus realize that none of the things 
that the imagination enables me to grasp is at all relevant to this 
knowledge of myself which I possess, and that the mind must therefore 
be most carefully diverted from such things! if it is to perceive its own 
nature as distinctly as possible. 

But what then am I? A thing that thinks. What is that? A thing thar 
doubts, understands, affirms, denies, is willing, is unwilling, and also 
imagines and has sensory perceptions. 

This is a considerable list, if everything on it belongs to me. But does it? 
Is it not one and the same ‘I who is now doubting almost everything, 
who nonetheless understands some things, who affirms that this one 
thing is true, denies everything else, desires to know more, is unwilling to 
be deceived, imagines many things even involuntarily, and is aware of 
many things which apparently come from the senses? Are not all these 
things just as true as the fact that I exist, even if | am asleep all the time, 
and even if he who created me is doing all he can to deceive me? Which of 
all these activities is distinct from my thinking? Which of them can be 
said to be separate from myself? The fact that it is }who am doubting and 
understanding and willing is so evident that | see no way of making it 
any clearer. But it is also the case that the ‘I’ who imagines is the same ‘I’. 
For even if, as I have supposed, none of the objects of imagination are 
real, thé power of imagination is something which really exists and is 
part of my thinking. Lastly, it is also the same ‘I’ who has sensory 
perceptions, or is aware of bodily things as it were through the senses, 
For example, | am now seeing light, hearing a noise, feeling heat. But I 
am asleep, so all this is false. Yet | certainly seew to see, to hear, and to be 
warmed. This cannot be false; what is called ‘having a sensory percep- 
tion’ is strictly just this, and in this restricted sense of the term it is simply 
thinking. 


4‘... from this manner of conceiving things’ (French version). 
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From all this I am beginning to have a rather better understanding of 
what I am. Bur it still appears — and | cannot stop thinking this — that the 
corporeal things of which images are formed in my thought, and which 
the senses investigate, are known with much more distinctness than this 
puzzling ‘? which cannot be pictured in the imagination. And yet it is 
surely surprising that I should have a more distinct grasp of things which 
I realize are doubtful, unknown and foreign to me, than I have of that 
which is true and known — my own self. But I see what it is: my mind 
enjoys wandering off and will not yet submit to being restrained within 
the bounds of truth. Very well then; just this once let us give it a 
completely free rein, so that after a while, when it is time to tighten the 
reins, it may more readily submit to being curbed. 

Let us consider the things which people commonly think they under- 
stand most distinctly of all; chat is, the bodies which we touch and see. I 
do net mean bodies in general — for general perceptions are apt to be 
somewhat more confused — but one particular body. Let us take, for 
example, this piece of wax. It has just been taken from the honeycomb; it 
has not yet quite lost the taste of the honey; it retains some of the scent of 
the flowers from which ir was gathered; its colour, shape and size are 
plain to see; it is hard, cold and can be handled without difficulty; if you 
rap it with your knuckle ic makes 2 sound. In short, it has everything 
which appears necessary to enable a body to be known as distinctly as 
possible. But even as I speak, 1 put the wax by the fire, and look: the 
residual taste is eliminated, the smell goes away, the colour changes, the 
shape is lost, the size increases; it becomes liquid and hot; you can hardly 
touch it, and if you strike it, it no longer makes a sound. But does the 
same wax remain? It must be admitted that it does; no one denies it, no 
one thinks otherwise. So what was it in the wax that I understood with 
such distinctness? Evidently none of the features which 1 arrived at by 
means of the senses; for whatever came under taste, smell, sight, touch or 
hearing has now altered — yet the wax remains. 

Perhaps the answer lies in the thought which now comes to my mind; 
namely, the wax was not after all the sweetness of the honey, or the 
fragrance of the flowers, or the whiteness, or the shape, or the sound, but 
was rather a body which presented itself to me in these various forms a 
little while ago, but which now exhibits different ones. But what exactly 
is it that | am now imagining? Let us concentrate, take away everything 
which does not belong to the wax, and see what is left: merely something 
extended, flexible and changeable. But what is meant here by ‘flexible’ 
and ‘changeable’? Is it what I picture in my imagination: that this piece of 
wax is capable of changing from a round shape to a square shape, or 
from a square shape to a triangular shape? Not at all; for I can grasp that 
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the wax is capable of countless changes of this kind, yet ] am unable to 
run through this immeasurable number of changes in my imagination, 
from which it follows that it is not the faculty of imagination that gives 
me my grasp of the wax as flexible and changeable. And what is meant by 
‘extended’? Is the extension of the wax also unknown? For it increases if 
the wax melts, increases again if it boils, and is greater still if the heat is 
increased. | would not be making a correct judgement about the nature of 
wax unless | believed it capable of being extended in many more different 
ways than I will ever encompass in my imagination. | must therefore 
admit that the nature of this piece of wax is in no way revealed by my 
imagination, but is perceived by the mind alone. (1 am speaking of this 
particular piece of wax; the point is even clearer with regard to wax in 
general.) But what is this wax which is perceived by the mind alone?! It is 
of course the same wax which I see, which I touch, which I picture in my 
imagination, in short the same wax which I thought it to be from the 
start. And yet, and here is the point, the perception I have of it? is a case 
not of vision or touch or imagination — nor has it ever been, despite 
previous appearances — but of purely mental scrutiny; and this can be 
imperfect and confused, as it was before, or clear and distinct as it is now, 
depending on how carefully I concentrate on what the wax consists in. 

But as I reach this conclusion | am amazed at how <weak and prone 
to error my mind is. For although I am thinking about these matters 


within myself, silently and without speaking, nonetheless the actual” 


words bring me up short, and I am almost tricked by ordinary ways of 
talking. We say that we see the wax itself, if ic is there before us, not that 
we judge it to be there from its colour or shape; and this might lead me to 
conclude without more ado that knowledge of the wax comes from what 
the eye sees, and not from the scrutiny of the mind alone. But then if I 
look out of the window and see men crossing the square, as | just happen 
to have done, I normally say that | see the men themselves, just as I say 
that I see the wax. Yet do I see any more than hats and coats which could 
conceal automatons? I judge that they are men. And so something which 
I thought I was seeing with my eyes is in fact grasped solely by the faculty 
of judgement which is in my mind. 

However, one who wants to achieve knowledge above the ordinary 
level should feel ashamed at having taken ordinary ways of talking as a 
basis for doubt. So let us proceed, and consider on which occasion my 
perception of the nature of the wax was more perfect and evident. Was it 
when | first looked at it, and believed | knew it by my external senses, or 


1‘... which can be conceived only by the understanding or the mind’ (French version). 
2‘... or rather the act whereby it is perceived’ (added in French version). 
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at least by what they call the ‘common’ sense! —~ that is, the power of 
imagination? Or is my knowledge more perfect now, after a more careful 
investigation of the nature of the wax and of the means by which it is 
known? Any doubt on this issue would clearly be foolish; for what 
distinctness was there in my earlier perception? Was there anything in it 
which an animal could not possess? But when I distinguish the wax from 
its outward forms — take the clothes off, as it were, and consider it naked 
— then although my judgement may still contain errors, at least my 
perception now requires a human mind. 

But what am I to say about this mind, or about myself? (So far, 
remember, | am not admitting that there is anything else in me except a 
mind.) What, I ask, is this ‘I’ which seems to perceive the wax so 
distinctly2 Surely my awareness of my own self is not merely much truer 
and more certain than my awareness of the wax, but also much more 
distinct and evident. For if | judge that the wax exists from the fact that | 
see it, clearly this same fact entails much more evidently that I myself also 
exist. It is possible that what I see is not really the wax; it is possible that | 
do not even have eyes with which to see anything. But when I see, or 
think I see (I am not here distinguishing the two), it is simply not possible 
that | who am now thinking am not something. By the same token, if I 
judge that the wax exists from the fact that I touch it, the same result 
follows, namely that I exist. If I judge that it exists from the fact that I 
imagine it, or for any other reason, exactly the same thing follows. And 
the result that I have grasped in the case of the wax may be applied to 
everything else located outside me. Moreover, if my perception of the 
wax seemed more distinct? after it was established not just by sight or 
touch but by many other considerations, it must be admitted that | now 
know myself even more distinctly. This is because every consideration what- 
soever which contributes to my perception of the wax, or of any other 
body, cannot but establish even more effectively the nature of my own 
mind. But besides this, there is so much else in the mind itself which can 
serve to make my knowledge of it more distinct, that it scarcely seems 
worth going through the contributions made by considering bodily 
things. 

I see that without any effort 1 have now finally got back to where | 
wanted. I now know that even bodies are not strictly perceived by the 
senses or the faculty of imagination but by the intellect alone, and that 
this perception derives not from their being touched or seen but from 
their being understood; and in view of this I know plainly that 1 can 
1 See note p. 59 below, 


2 The French version has ‘more clear and distinct’ and, at the end of this sentence, ‘more 
evidently, distinctly and clearly’. 
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achieve an easier and more evident perception of my own mind than of 
anything else. But since the habit of holding on to oid opinions cannot be 
set aside so quickly, I should like to stop here and meditate for some time 
on this new knowledge I have gained, so as to fix it more deeply in my 
memory. 
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L will now shut my eyes, stop my ears, and withdraw all my senses. I will 
eliminate from my thoughts all images of bodily things, or rather, since 
this is hardly possible, ! will regard all such images as vacuous, false and 
worthless. | will converse with myself and scrutinize myself more deeply; 
and in this way 1 will attempt to achieve, little by little, a more intimate 
knowledge of myself, | am a thing that thinks: thatis, a thing that doubts, 
affirms, denies, understands a few things, is ignorant of many things,' is 
willing, is unwilling, and also which imagines and has sensory 
perceptions; for as I have noted before, even though the objects of my 
sensory experience and imagination may have no existence outside me, 
nonetheless the modes of thinking which I refer to as cases of sensory 
perception and imagination, in so far as they are simply modes of 
thinking, do exist within me — of that | am certain. 

In this brief list I have gone through everything | truly know, or at least 
everything | have so far discovered that 1 know. Now I will cast around 
more carefully to see whether there may be other things within me which 
I have not yet noticed. { am certain that | am a thinking thing. Do l not 
therefore also know what is required for my being certain about 
anything? In this first item of knowledge there is simply a clear and 
distinct perception of what | am asserting; this would not be enough to 
make me certain of the truth of the matter if it could ever turn out that 
something which | perceived with such clarity and distinctness was false. 
So | now seem to be able to lay it down as a general rule that whatever | 
perceive very clearly and distinctly is true.? 

Yet I previously accepted as wholly certain and evident many things 
which L afterwards realized were doubtful. What were these? The earth, 
sky, stars, and everything else that 1 apprehended with the senses. But 
what was it about them that | perceived clearly? Just that the ideas, or 
thoughts, of such things appeared before my mind. Yet even now lam 


1 ‘The French version here inserts ‘loves, hates’. 
2‘... all the things which we conceive very clearly and very distinctly are true’ (French 
version). 
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not denying that these ideas occur within me. But there was something 
else which I used to assert, and which through habitual belief | thought 
perceived clearly, although | did not in fact do so. This was that there 
! were things outside me which were the sources of my ideas and which 
: resembled them in all respects. Here was my mistake; or at any rate, if my 
judgement was true, it was not thanks to the strength of my perception.! 
But what about when | was considering something very simple and ~ 
straightforward in arithmetic or geometry, for example that two and 
three added together make five, and so on? Did | not see at least these | 
things clearly enough to affirm their truth? Indeed, the only reason for my ° 
later judgement that they were open to doubt was that it occurred to me 
that at perhaps some God could have given me a nature such that | was 
2 atters which seemed most evident. And whenever my | 
d_belief i in the supr f God comes to mind, I | 
for him, if he so desired, “0 
in those matters which | think I'see 
utterly. ind’s when I turn to the things them- 
selves which | think I perceive very clearly, fam so convinced by them 
that | spontaneously declare: let whoever can do so deceive mé, he will — : 
never bring it about that fam nothing, so long as J continue to think | Tam | 
i something; or make it true at some future time that P i have fever existed, ' 
| since itis now true th t 


a maniest cope aa and I do not yet even know for sure whether there is a 
God at all, any reason for doubt which depends simply on this 
supposition is a very slight and, so to speak, metaphysical one. But in 
order to remove even this slight reason for doubt, as soon as the 
opportunity arises | must examine whether there is a God, and, if there is, 
whether he can be a deceiver. For if I do not know this, it seems that | can 
never be quite certain about anything else. . 
First, however, considerations of order appear to dictate that | now 
classify my thoughts into definite kinds,? and ask which of them can 47 
properly be said to be the bearers of truth and falsity. Some of my 
thoughts are as it were the images of things, and it is only in these cases 
that the term ‘idea’ is strictly appropriate — for example, when I think of 
aman, or a chimera, or the sky, or an angel, or God. Other thoughts have 


| xz ‘... it was not because of any knowledge I possessed’ (French version). 

2 The opening of this sentence is greatly expanded in the French version: ‘In order that i 
may have the opportunity of examining this without interrupting the order of meditating 
which | have decided upon, which is to start only from those notions which | find first of 
all in my mind and pass gradually to those which I may find later on, | must here divide 
my thoughts...” 
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various additional forms: thus when I will, or am afraid, or affirm, or 
deny, there is always a particular thing which I take as the object of my 
thought, but my thought includes something more than the likeness of 
that thing. Some thoughts in this category are called volitions or 
emotions, while others are called judgements. 

Now as far as ideas are concerned, provided they are considered solely 
in themselves and | do not refer them to anything else, they cannot 
strictly speaking be false; for whether it is a goat or a chimera that | am 
imagining, it is just as true that | imagine the former as the latter. As for 
the will and the emotions, here too one need not worry about falsity; for 
even if the things which | may desire are wicked or even non-existent, 
that does not make it any less true that I desire them. Thus the only 
remaining thoughts where | must be on my guard against making a 
mistake are judgements. And the chief and most common mistake which 
is to be found here consists in my judging that the ideas which are in me 
resemble, or conform to, things located outside me. Of course, if I 
considered just the ideas themselves simply as modes of my thought, 
without referring them to anything else, they could scarcely give me any 
material for error. 

Among my ideas, some appear to be innate, some to be adventitious,’ 
and others to have been invented by me. My understanding of what a 
thing is, what truth is, and what thought is, seems to derive simply from 
my own nature. But my hearing a noise, as | do now, or seeing the sun, or 
feeling the fire, comes from things which are located outside me, or so I 
have hitherto judged. Lastly, sirens, hippogriffs and the like are my own 
invention. But perhaps all my ideas may be thought of as adventitious, or 
they may all be innate, or all made up; for as yet I have not clearly 
perceived their true origin. 

But the chief question at this point concerns the ideas which I take to 
be derived from things existing outside me: what is my reason for 
thinking that they resemble these things? Nature has apparently taught 
me to think this. But in addition I know by experience that these ideas do 
not depend on my will, and hence that they do not depend simply on me. 
Frequently I notice them even when I do not want to: now, for example, | 
feel the heat whether | want to or not, and this is why I think that this 
sensation or idea of heat comes to me from something other than myself, 
namely the heat of the fire by which I am sitting. And the most obvious 
judgement for me to make is that the thing in question transmits to me its 
own likeness rather than something else. 

I will now see if these arguments are strong enough. When I say ‘Nature 
taught me to think this’, all | mean is that a spontaneous impulse leads 

x‘... foreign to me and coming from outside’ (French version). 
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me to believe it, not that its truth has been revealed to me by some 
natural light. There is a big difference here. Whatever is revealed to me by 
the natural light — for example that from the fact that | am doubting 
it follows that 1 exist, and so on — cannot in any way be open to doubt. 
This is because there cannot be another faculty! both as trustworthy as 
the natural light and also capable of showing me that such things are not 
true. But as for my natural impulses, | have often judged in the past that 
they were pushing me in the wrong direction when it was a question of 
choosing the good, and I do not see why | should place any greater 
confidence in them in other matters.? 

Then again, although these ideas do not depend on my will, it does not 
follow that they must come from things located outside me. Just as the 
impulses which I was speaking of a moment ago seem opposed to my will 
even though they are within me, so there may be some other faculty not 
yet fully known to me, which produces these ideas without any assistance 
from external things; this is, after all, just how I have always thought 
ideas are produced in me when I am dreaming. 

And finally, even if these ideas did come from things other than myself, 
it would not follow that they must resemble those things. Indeed, | think I 
have often discovered a great disparity <between an object and its idea> in 
many cases. For example, there are two different ideas of the sun which I 


find within me. One of them, which is acquired as it were from the senses _ 


and which is a prime example of an idea which I reckon to come from an 
external source, makes the sun appear very small. The other idea is based 
on astronomical reasoning, that is, it is derived from certain notions 
which are innate in me (or else it is constructed by me in some other 
way), and this idea shows the sun to be several times larger than the 
earth. Obviously both these ideas cannot resemble the sun which exists 
outside me; and reason persuades me that the idea which seems to have 
emanated most directly from the sun itself has in fact no resemblance to it 
at ail. 

All these considerations are enough to establish that it is not reliable 
judgement but merely some blind impulse that has made me believe up 
till now that there exist things distinct from myself which transmit to me 
ideas or images of themselves through the sense organs or in some other 
way. 

But it now occurs to me that there is another way of investigating 
whether some of the things of which I possess ideas exist outside me. In 
so far as the ideas are <considered> simply <as> modes of thought, there 
is no recognizable inequality among them: they all appear to come from 


1‘... or power for distinguishing truth from falsehood’ (French version), 
2‘... concerning truth and falsehood’ (French version). 


39 


40 


41 


28 Meditations on First Philosophy 


within me in the same fashion. But in so far as different ideas <are 
considered as images which> represent different things, it is clear that 
they differ widely. Undoubtedly, the ideas which represent substances to 
me amount to something more and, so to speak, contain within 
themselves more objective! reality than the ideas which merely represent 
modes or accidents. Again, the idea that gives me my understanding of a 
supreme God, eternal, infinite, <immutable,> omniscient, omnipotent 
and the creator of all things that exist apart from him, certainly has in it 
more objective reality than the ideas that represent finite substances. 
Now it is manifest by the natural light that there must be at least as 
much <reality> in the efficient and total cause as in the effect of that cause. 
For where, | ask, could the effect get its reality from, if not from the 
cause? And how could the cause give it to the effect unless it possessed it? 
It follows from this both that something cannot arise from nothing, and 
also that what is more perfect — that is, contains in itself more reality — 
cannot arise from what is less perfect. And this is transparently true not 
only in the case of effects which possess <what the philosophers call> 
actual or formal reality, but also in the case of ideas, where one. is 
considering only <what they call> objective reality. A stone, for example, 
which previously did not exist, cannot begin to exist unless it is produced 
by something which contains, either formally or eminently everything to 
be found in the stone: similarly, heat cannot be produced in an object 
which was not previously hot, except by something of at least the same 
order <degree or kind> of perfection as heat, and so on. But it is also true 
that the idea of heat, or of a stone, cannot exist in me unless it is put there 
by some cause which contains at least as much reality as I conceive to be 
in the heat or in the stone. For although this cause does not transfer any 
of its actual or formal reality to my idea, it should not on that account be 
supposed that it must be less real.? The nature of an idea is such that of 
itself it requires no formal reality except what it derives from my thought, 
of which it is a mode. But in order for a given idea to contain such and 
such objective reality, it must surely derive it from some cause which 
contains at least as much formal reality as there is objective reality in the 


1‘... Le. participate by representation in a higher degree of being cr perfection’ (added in 
French version), According to the scholastic distinction invoked in the paragraphs that 
follow, the ‘formal’ reality of anything is its own intrinsic reality, while the ‘objective’ 
reality of an idea is a function of its representational content. Thus if an idea A represents 
some object X which is F, then F-ness will be contained ‘formally’ in X but ‘objectively’ 
in A. See below, Second Replies pp. 74f. 

2‘... Le. it will contain in itself the same things as are in the stone or other more excellent 
things’ (added in French version). in scholastic terminology, to possess a property 
‘formally’ is to possess it literally, in accordance with its definition; to possess it 
‘eminently’ is to possess it in some higher form. Cf. below, p. zor. 

3‘... that this cause must be less real’ (French version). 

4 ‘...ie.a manner or way of thinking’ (added in French version). 
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idea. For if we suppose that an idea contains something which was not in 
its cause, it must have got this from nothing; yet the mode of being by 
which a thing exists objectively Cor representatively> in the intellect by 
way of an idea, imperfect though it may be, is certainly not nothing, and 
so it cannot come from nothing. 

And although the reality which 1 am considering in my ideas is merely 
objective reality, | must not on that account suppose that the same reality 
need not exist formally in the causes of my ideas, but that it is enough for 
it to be present in them objectively. For just as the objective mode of 
being belongs to ideas by their very nature, so the formal mode of being 
belongs to the causes of ideas — or at least the first and most important 
ones — by their very nature. And although one idea may perhaps originate 
from another, there cannot be an infinite regress here; eventually one 
must reach a primary idea, the cause of which will be like an archetype 
which contains formally <and in fact> all the reality <or perfection> 
which is present only objectively <or representatively> in the idea. So it is 
clear to me, by the natural light, that the ideas in me are like <pictures, 
or> images which can easily fall short of the perfection of the things from 
which they are taken, but which cannot contain anything greater or more 
perfect. 

The longer and more carefully I examine all these points, the more 
clearly and distinctly I recognize their truth. But what is my conclusion to 
be? If the objective reality of any of my ideas turns out to be so great that 
lam sure the same reality does not reside in me, either formally or 
eminently, and hence that | myself cannot be its cause, it will necessarily 
follow that | am not alone in the world, but that some other thing which 
is the cause of this idea also exists. But if no such idea is to be found in 
me, I shall have no argument to convince me of the existence of anything 
apart from myself. For despite a most careful and comprehensive survey, 
this is the only argument | have so far been able to find. 

Among my ideas, apart from the idea which gives me a representation 
of myself, which cannot present any difficulty in this context, there are 
ideas which variously represent God, corporeal and inanimate things, 
angels, animals and finally other men like myself. 

As far as concerns the ideas which represent other men, or animals, or 
angels, | have no difficulty in understanding that they could be put 
together from the ideas | have of myself, of corporeal things and of God, 
even if the world contained no men besides me, no animals and no 
angels. 

As to my ideas of corporeal things, I can see nothing in them which is 
so great or excellent> as to make it seem impossible that it originated in 
myself. For if I scrutinize them thoroughly and examine them one by one, 
in the way in which I examined the idea of the wax yesterday, | notice 


42 


43 


44 


30 Meditations on First Philosophy 


that the things which I perceive clearly and distinctly in them are very few 
in number. The list comprises size, or extension in length, breadth and 
depth; shape, which is a function of the boundaries of this extension; 
position, which is a relation between various items possessing shape; and 
motion, or change in position; to these may be added substance, duration 
and number. But as for all the rest, including light and colours, sounds, 
smells, tastes, heat and cold and the other tactile qualities, 1 think of these 
only in a very confused and obscure way, to the extent that I do not even 
know whether they are true or false, that is, whether the ideas I have of 
them are ideas of real things or of non-things.' For although, as I have 
noted before, falsity in the strict sense, or formal falsity, can occur only in 
judgements, there is another kind of falsity, material falsity, which occurs 
in ideas, when they represent non-things as things. For example, the ideas 
which I have of heat and cold contain so little clarity and distinctness that 
they do not enable me to tell whether cold is merely the absence of heat 
or vice versa, or whether both of them are real qualities, or neither is. 
And since there can be no ideas which are not as it were of things,’ if it is 
true that cold is nothing but the absence of heat, the idea which 
represents it to me as something real and positive deserves to be called 
false; and the same goes for other ideas of this kind. 

Such ideas obviously do not require me to posit a source distinct from 
myself. For on the one hand, if they are false, that is, represent 
non-things, | know by the natural light that they arise from nothing — 
that is, they are in me only because of a deficiency and lack of perfection 
in my nature. If on the other hand they are true, then since the reality 
which they represent is so extremely slight that I cannot even distinguish 
it from a non-thing, I do not see why they cannot originate from myself. 

With regard to the clear and distinct elements in my ideas of corporeal 
things, it appears that I could have borrowed some of these from my idea 
of myself, namely substance, duration, number and anything else of this 
kind. For example, | think that a stone is a substance, or is a thing 
capable of existing independently, and | also think that lam a substance. 
Admittedly 1 conceive of myself as a thing that thinks and is not 
extended, whereas I conceive of the stone as a thing that is extended and 
does not think, so that the two conceptions differ enormously; but they 
seem to agree with respect to the classification ‘substance’? Again, | 
perceive that I now exist, and remember that | have existed for some 
time; moreover, I have various thoughts which | can count; it is in these 


1‘... chimerica! things which cannot exist’ (French version). 

2 ‘And since ideas, being like images, must in each case appear to us to represent 
something’ (French version). 

3‘... in so far as they represent substances’ (French version). 
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ways that I acquire the ideas of duration and number which I can then 
transfer to other things. As for all the other elements which make up the 
ideas of corporeal things, namely extension, shape, position and move- 
ment, these are not formally contained in me, since | am nothing but a 
thinking thing; but since they are merely modes of a substance,!' and lam 
a substance, it seems possible that they are contained in me eminently. 

So there remains only the idea of God; and I must consider whether 
there is anything in the idea which could not have originated in myself. 
By the word ‘God’ I understand a substance that is infinite, <eternal, 
immutable, > independent, supremely intelligent, supremely powerful, and 
which created both myself and everything else (if anything else there be) 
that exists. All these attributes are such that, the more carefully | 
concentrate on them, the less possible it seems that they* could have 
originated from me alone. So from what has been said it must be 
concluded that God necessarily exists, 

Iris true that I have the idea of substance in me in virtue of the fact that 
Lam a substance; but this would not account for my having the idea of an 
infinite substance, when I am finite, unless this idea proceeded from some 
substance which really was infinite. 

And I must not think that, just as my conceptions of rest and darkness 
are arrived at by negating movement and light, so my perception of the 
infinite is arrived at not by means of a true idea but merely by negating 
the finite. On the contrary, I clearly understand that there is more reality 
in an infinite substance than in a finite one, and hence that my perception 
of the infinite, that is God, is in some way prior to my perception of the 
finite, that is myself. For how could I understand that I doubted or 
desired — that is, lacked something — and that I was not wholly perfect, 
unless there were in me some idea of a more perfect being which enabled 
me to recognize my own defects by comparison? 

Nor can it be said that this idea of God is perhaps materially false and 
so could have come from nothing,? which is what 1 observed just a 
moment ago in the case of the ideas of heat and cold, and so on. On the 
contrary, it is utterly clear and distinct, and contains in itself more 
objective reality than any other idea; hence there is no idea which is in 
itself truer or less liable to be suspected of falsehood. This idea of a 
supremely perfect and infinite being is, I say, true in the highest degree; 
for although perhaps one may imagine that such a being does not exist, it 
cannot be supposed that the idea of such a being represents something 


1‘... and as it were the garments under which corporeal substance appears to us’ (French 
version). 


2‘... that the idea I have of them’ (French version). 


3‘... he. could be in me in virtue of my imperfection’ (added in French version). 
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unreal, as | said with regard to the idea of cold. The idea is, moreover, 
utterly clear and distinct; for whatever I clearly and distinctly perceive as 
being real and true, and implying any perfection, is wholly contained in 
it. It does not matter that 1 do not grasp the infinite, or that there are 
countless additional attributes of God which I cannot in any way grasp, 
and perhaps cannot even reach in my thought; for it is in the nature of the 
infinite not to be grasped by a finite being like myself. It is enough that | 
understand! the infinite, and that I judge that all the attributes which I 
clearly perceive and know to imply some perfection — and perhaps 
countless others of which I am ignorant — are present in God either 
formally or eminently. This is enough to make the idea that I have of God 
the truest and most clear and distinct of all my ideas. 

But pechaps | am something greater than I myself understand, and all 
the perfections which 1 attribute to God are somehow in me potentially, 
though not yet emerging or actualized. For I am now experiencing a 
gradual increase in my knowledge, and I see nothing to prevent its 
increasing more and more to infinity. Further, 1 see no reason why I 
should not be able to use this increased knowledge to acquire all the 
other perfections of God. And finally, if the potentiality for these 
perfections is already within me, why should not this be enough to 
generate the idea of such perfections? 

But all this is impossible. First, though it is true that there is a gradual 
increase in my knowledge, and that 1 have many potentialities which are 
not yet actual, this is all quite irrelevant to the idea of God, which 
contains absolutely nothing that is potential;? indeed, this gradual 
increase in knowledge is itself the surest sign of imperfection. What is 
more, even if my knowledge always increases more and more, | recognize 
that it will never actually be infinite, since it will never reach the point 
where it is not capable of a further increase; Ged, on the other hand, | 
take to be actually infinite, so that nothing can be added to his perfection. 
And finally, | perceive that the objective being of an idea cannot be 
produced merely by potential being, which strictly speaking is nothing, 
but only by actual or formal being. 

If one concentrates carefully, all this is quite evident by the natural 
light. But when I relax my concentration, and my mental vision is blinded 
by the images of things perceived by the senses, it is not so easy for me to 
remember why the idea of a being more perfect than myself must 


1 According to Descartes one can know or understand something without fully grasping it 
ust as we can touch a mountain but not put our arms around it. To grasp something is 
to embrace it in one’s thought; to know something, it suffices to touch it with one’s 
thought’ (letter to Mersenne, 26 May 1630). 

2‘... but only what is actual and real’ (added in French version). 
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necessarily proceed from some being which is in reality more perfect. | 
should therefore like to go further and inquire whether | myself, who 
have this idea, could exist if no such being existed. 

From whom, in that case, would I derive my existence? From myself 
presumably, or from my parents, or from some other beings less perfect 
than God; for nothing more perfect than God, or even as perfect, can be 
thought of or imagined. 

Yet if I derived my existence from myself,’ then I should neither doubt 
nor want, nor lack anything at all; for | should have given myself all the 
perfections of which | have any idea, and thus I should myself be God. 
| must not suppose that the items I lack would be more difficult to 
acquire than those I now have. On the contrary, it is clear that, since 1am 
a thinking thing or substance, it would have been far more difficult for 
me to emerge out of nothing than merely to acquire knowledge of the 
many things of which I am ignorant — such knowledge being merely an 
accident of that substance. And if | had derived my existence from 
myself, which is a greater achievement, I should certainly not have denied 
myself the knowledge in question, which is something much easier to 
acquire, or indeed any of the attributes which | perceive to be contained 
in the idea of God; for none of them seem any harder to achieve. And if 
any of them were harder to achieve, they would certainly appear so to 
me, if | had indeed got all my other attributes from myself, since I should 
experience a limitation of my power in this respect. 

I do not escape the force of these arguments by supposing that | have 
always existed as 1 do now, as if it followed from this that there was no 
need to look for any author of my existence. For a lifespan can be divided 
into countless parts, each completely independent of the others, so that it 
does not follow from the fact that I existed a little while ago that I must 
exist now, unless there is some cause which as it were creates me afresh at 
this moment — that is, which preserves me. For it is quite clear to anyone 
who attentively considers the nature of time that the same power and 
action are needed to preserve anything at each individual moment of its 
duration as would be required to create that thing anew if it were not yet 
in existence. Hence the distinction between preservation and creation is 
only a conceptual one,? and this is one of the things that are evident by 
the natural light. 

I must therefore now ask myself whether I possess some power 
enabling me to bring it about that | who now exist will still exist a little 
while from now. For since I am nothing but a thinking thing — or at least 


x‘... and were independent of every other being’ (added in French version). 
2 Cf. Principles, Part 1, art. 62: vol. 1, p. 214. 
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since | am now concerned only and precisely with that part of me which 
is a thinking thing — if there were such a power in me, I should 
undoubtedly be aware of it. But ! experience no such power, and this very 
fact makes me recognize most clearly that i depend on some being 
distinct from myself. 

But perhaps this being is not God, and perhaps | was produced either 
by my parents or by other causes less perfect than God. No; for as | have 
said before, it is quite clear that there must be at least as much in the 
cause as in the effect.! And therefore whatever kind of cause is eventually 
proposed, since | am a thinking thing and have within me some idea of 
God, it must be admitted that what caused me is itself a thinking thing 
and possesses the idea of all the perfections which | attribute to God. In 
respect of this cause one may again inquire whether it derives its 
existence from itself or from another cause. If from itself, then it is clear 
from what has been said that it is itself God, since if it has the power of 
existing through its own might,? then undoubtedly it also has the power 
of actually possessing all the perfections of which it has an idea — that is, 
all the perfections which I conceive to be in God. if, on the other hand, it 
derives its existence from another cause, then the same question may be 
repeated concerning this further cause, namely whether it derives its 
existence from itself or from another cause, until eventually the ultimate 
cause is reached, and this will be God. 

It is clear enough that an infinite regress is impossible here, especially 
since | am dealing not just with the cause that produced me in the past, 
but also and most importantly with the cause that preserves me at the 
present moment. 

Nor can it be supposed that several partial causes contributed to my 
creation, or that I received the idea of one of the perfections which | 
attribute to God from one cause and the idea of another from another — 
the supposition here being that all the perfections are to be found 
somewhere in the universe but not joined together in a single being, God. 
On the contrary, the unity, the simplicity, or the inseparability of all the 
attributes of God is one of the most important of the perfections which | 
understand him to have. And surely the idea of the unity of all his 
perfections could not have been placed in me by any cause which did not 
also provide me with the ideas of the other perfections; for no cause 
could have made me understand the interconnection and inseparability 
of the perfections without at the same time making me recognize what 
they were. 


1‘... at least as much reality in the cause as in its effect’ (French version). 
2 Lat. per se; literally ‘through itself’. 
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Lastly, as regards my parents, even if everything I have ever believed 
about them is true, it is certainly not they who preserve me; and in so far 
as | am a thinking thing, they did not even make me; they merely placed 
certain dispositions in the matter which [ have always regarded as 
containing me, or rather my mind, for that is all 1 now take myself to 
be. So there can be no difficulty regarding my parents in this context. 
Altogether then, it must be concluded that the mere fact that } exist and 
have within me an idea of a most perfect being, that is, God, provides a 
very clear proof that God indeed exists. 

It only remains for me to examine how I received this idea from God. 
For I did not acquire it from the senses; it has never come to me 
unexpectedly, as usually happens with the ideas of things that are per- 
ceivable by the senses, when these things present themselves to the 
external sense organs — or seem to do so. And it was not invented by me 
either; for | am plainly unable either to take away anything from it or to 
add anything to it. The only remaining alternative is that it is innate in 
me, just as the idea of myself is innate in me. 

And indeed it is no surprise that God, in creating me, should have 
placed this idea in me to be, as it were, the mark of the craftsman 
stamped on his work — not that the mark need be anything distinct from 
the work itself. But the mere fact that God created me is a very strong 


basis for believing that | am somehow made in his image and likeness, - 


and that | perceive that likeness, which includes the idea of God, by the 
same faculty which enables me to perceive myself. That is, when [ turn 
my mind’s eye upon myself, I understand that | am a thing which is 
incomplete and dependent on another and which aspires without limit to 
ever greater and better things; but I also understand at the same time that 
he on whom I depend has within him all those greater things, not just 
indefinitely and potentially but actually and infinitely, and hence that he 
is God. The whole force of the argument lies in this: I-recognize that it 
would be impossible for me to exist with the kind of nature I have — that 
is, having within me the idea of God — were it not the case that God really 
existed. By ‘God’ I mean the very being the idea of whom is within me, 
that is, the possessor of all the perfections which I cannot grasp, but can 
somehow reach in my thought, who is subject to no defects whatsoever. 
It is clear enough from this that he cannot be a deceiver, since it is 
manifest by the natural light that all fraud and deception depend on some 
defect. 

But before examining this point more carefully and investigating other 


1‘... and kas not one of the things which indicate some imperfection’ (added in French 
version). 
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truths which may be derived from it, I should like to pause here and 
spend some time in the contemplation of God; to reflect on his attributes, 
and to gaze with wonder and adoration on the beauty of this immense 
light, so far as the eye of my darkened intellect can bear it. For just as we 
believe through faith that che supreme happiness of the next life consists 
solely in the contemplation of the divine majesty, so experience tells us 
that this same contemplation, albeit much less perfect, enables us to 
know the greatest joy of which we are capable in this life. 


FOURTH MEDITATION 
Truth and falsity 


During these past few days I have accustomed myself to leading my mind 
away from the senses; and I have taken careful note of the fact that there 
is very little about corporeal things that is truly perceived, whereas much 
more is known about the human mind, and still more about God. The 
result is that 1 now have no difficulty in turning my mind away from 
imaginable things! and towards things which are objects of the intellect 
alone and are totally separate from matter. And indeed the idea I have of 
the human mind, in so far as it is a thinking thing, which is not extended 
in length, breadth or height and has no other bodily characteristics, is 
much more distinct than the idea of any corporeal thing. And when | 
consider the fact that I have doubts, or that 1 am a thing thar is 
incomplete and dependent, then there arises in me a clear and distinct 
idea of a being who is independent and complete, that is, an idea of God. 
And from the mere fact that there is such an idea within me, or that I who 
possess this idea exist, | clearly infer that God also exists, and that every 
single moment of my entire existence depends on him. So clear is this 
conclusion that | am confident that the human intellect cannot know 
anything that is more evident or more certain. And now, from this 
contemplation of the true God, in whom all the treasures of wisdom and 
the sciences lie hidden, | think I can see a way forward to the knowledge 
of other things.? 

To begin with, I recognize that it is impossible that God should ever 
deceive me. For in every case of trickery or deception some imperfection 
is to be found; and although the ability to deceive appears to be an 
indication of cleverness or power, the will to deceive is undoubtedly 
evidence of malice or weakness, and so cannot apply to God. 

Next, I know by experience that there is in me a faculty of judgement 
which, like everything else which is in me, | certainly received from God. 
And since God does not wish to deceive me, he surely did not give me the 


1‘... from things which can be perceived by the senses or imagined’ (French version). 
2‘... of the other things in the universe’ (French version). 
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kind of facuity which would ever enable me to go wrong while using it 
correctly. 

There would be no further doubt on this issue were it not that what I 
have just said appears to imply that | am incapable of ever going wrong. 
For if everything that is in me comes from God, and he did not endow me 
with a faculty for making mistakes, it appears that | can never go wrong. 
And certainly, so long as I think only of God, and turn my whole 
attention to him, I can find no cause of error or falsity. But when I turn 
back to myself, | know by experience that 1 am prone to countless 
errors. On looking for the cause of these errors, I find that I possess not 
only a real and positive idea of God, or a being who is supremely perfect, 
but also what may be described as a negative idea of nothingness, or of 
that which is farthest removed from all perfection. | realize that lam, as it 
were, something intermediate between God and nothingness, or between 
supreme being and non-being: my nature is such that in so far as | was 
created by the supreme being, there is nothing in me to enable me to go 
wrong or lead me astray; but in so far as | participate in nothingness or 
non-being, that is, in so far as 1 am not myself the supreme being and am 
lacking in countless respects, it is no wonder that | make mistakes. | 
understand, then, that error as such is not something real which depends 
on God, but merely a defect. Hence my going wrong does not require me 
to have a faculty specially bestowed on me by God; it simply happens as 
a result of the fact that the faculty of true judgement which I have from 
God is in my case not infinite. 

But this is still not entirely satisfactory. For error is not a pure 
negation,’ but rather a privation or lack of some knowledge which 
somehow should be in me. And when I concentrate on the nature of God, 
it seems impossible that he should bave placed in me a faculty which is 
not perfect of its kind, or which lacks some perfection which it ought to 
have. The more skilled the craftsman the more perfect the work produced 
by him; if this is so, how can anything produced by the supreme creator 
of all things not be complete and perfect in all respects? There is, 
moreover, no doubt that God could have given me a nature such that I 
was never mistaken; again, there is no doubt that he always wills what is 


_ best. Is it then better that | should make mistakes than that ! should not 


do so? 

As I reflect on these matters more attentively, it occurs to me first of all 
that it is no cause for surprise if | do not understand the reasons for some 
of God’s actions; and there is no call to doubt his existence if L happen to 
find that there are other instances where I do not grasp why or how 


x ‘,.. ie. not simply the defect or lack of some perfection to which I have no proper claim’ 
(added in French version). 
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certain things were made by him. For since | now know that my own 
nature is very weak and limited, whereas the nature of God is immense, 
incomprehensible and infinite, 1 also know without more ado that he is 
capable of countless things whose causes are beyond my knowledge. And 
for this reason alone I consider the customary search for final causes to be 
totally useless in physics; there is considerable rashness in thinking 
myself capable of investigating the <impenetrable> purposes of God. 

It also occurs to me that whenever we are inquiring whether the works 
of God are perfect, we ought to look at the whole universe, not just at 
one created thing on its own. For what would perhaps rightly appear 
very imperfect if it existed on its own is quite perfect when its function as 
a part of the universe is considered. It is true that, since my decision to 
doubt everything, it is so far only myself and God whose existence | have 
been able to know with certainty; but after considering the immense 
power of God, | cannot deny that many other things have been made by 
him, or at least could have been made, and hence that I may have a place 
in the universal scheme of things. 

Next, when look more closely at myself and inquire into the nature of 
my errors (for these are the only evidence of some imperfection in me), | 
notice that they depend on two concurrent causes, namely on the faculty 
of knowledge which is in me, and on the faculty of choice or freedom of 


the will; that is, they depend on both the intellect and the will. 


simultaneously. Now all that the intellect does is to enable me to 
perceive! the ideas which are subjects for possible judgements; and when 


regarded strictly in this light, it turns out to contain no error in the proper’ 


sense of that term. For although countless things may exist without there 
being any corresponding ideas in me, it should not, strictly speaking, be 
said that I am deprived of these ideas,’ but merely that I lack them, in a 
negative sense. This is because | cannot produce any reason to prove that 
God ought to have given me a greater faculty of knowledge than he did; 
and no matter how skilled J understand a craftsman to be, this does not 
make me think he ought to have put into every one of his works all the 
perfections which he is able to put into some of them. Besides, | cannot 
complain that the will or freedom of choice which I received from God is 
not sufficiently extensive or perfect, since I know by experience that it is 
not restricted in any way. Indeed, | think it is very noteworthy that there 
is nothing else in me which is so perfect and so great that the possibility 
of a further increase in its perfection or greatness is beyond my under- 
standing. If, for example, I consider the faculty of understanding, I 
1‘... withour affirming or denying anything’ (added in French version). 


2‘... it cannot be said that my understanding is deprived of these ideas, as if they were 
something to which its nature entitles it? (French version). 
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immediately recognize that in my case it is extremely slight and very 
finite, and 1 at once form the idea of an understanding which is much 
greater — indeed supremely great and infinite; and from the very fact that 
I can form an idea of it, 1 perceive that it belongs to the nature of God. 
Similarly, if I examine the faculties of memory or imagination, or any 
others, | discover that in my case each one of these faculties is weak and 
limited, while in the case of God it is immeasurable. It is only the will, 
or freedom of choice, which I experience within me to be so great that 
the idea of any greater faculty is beyond my grasp; so much so that it is 
above all in virtue of the will that | understand myself to bear in some 
way the image and likeness of God. For although God’s will is incompa- 
rably greater than mine, both in virtue of the knowledge and power that 
accompany it and make it more firm and efficacious, and also in virtue of 
its object, in that it ranges over a greater number of items, nevertheless it 
does not seem any greater than mine when considered as will in the 
essential and strict sense, This is because the will simply consists in our 
ability to do or not do something (that is, to affirm or deny, to pursue 
or avoid); or rather, it consists simply in the fact that when the intellect 
puts something forward for affirmation or denial or for pursuit or 
avoidance, our inclinations are such that we do not feel we are 
determined by any external force. In order to be free, there is no need for 
me to be inclined both ways; on the contrary, the more | incline in one 
direction — either because I cléarly understand that reasons of truth and 
goodness point that way, or because of a divinely produced disposition of 


“my inmost thoughts — the freer is my choice. Neither divine grace nor 


natural knowledge ever diminishes freedom; on the contrary, they 
increase and strengthen it. But the indifference | feel when there is no 
reason pushing me in one direction rather than another is the lowest 
grade of freedom; it is evidence not of any perfection of freedom, but 
rather of a defect in knowledge or a kind of negation. For if] always saw 
clearly what was true and good, i should never have to deliberate about 
the right judgement or choice; in that case, although | should be wholly 
free, it would be impossible for me ever to be in a state of indifference. 

From these considerations I perceive that the power of willing which I 


_ received from God is not, when considered in itself, the cause of my 


mistakes; for it is both extremely ample and also perfect of its kind. Nor 
is my power of understanding to blame; for since my understanding 
comes from God, everything that ] understand I undoubtedly understand 
correctly, and any error here is impossible. So what then is the source of 
my mistakes? It must be simply this: the scope of the will is wider than 
that of the intellect; but instead of restricting it within the same limits, I 
extend its use to matters which I do not understand. Since the will is 
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indifferent in such cases, it easily turns aside from what is true and good, 
and this is the source of my error and sin. 

For example, during these past few days I have been asking whether 
anything in the world exists, and i have realized that from the very fact of 
my raising this question it follows quite evidently that I exist. | could not 
but judge that something which I understood so clearly was true; but this 
was not because I was compelled so to judge by any external force, but 
because a great light in the intellect was followed by a great inclination in 
the will, and thus the spontaneity and freedom of my belief was all the 
greater in proportion to my lack of indifference. But now, besides the 
knowledge that I exist, in so far as | am a thinking thing, an idea of 
corporeal nature comes into my mind; and I happen to be in doubt as to 
whether the thinking nature which is in me, or rather which I am, is 
distinct from this corporeal nature or identical with it. | am making the 
further supposition that my intellect has not yet come upon any 
persuasive reason in favour of one alternative rather than the other. This 
obviously implies that 1 am indifferent as to whether [ should assert or 
deny either alternative, or indeed refrain from making any judgement on 
the matter. 

What is more, this indifference does not merely apply to cases where 
the intellect is wholly ignorant, but extends in general to every case where 
the intellect does not have sufficiently clear knowledge at the time when 
the will deliberates. For although probable conjectures may pull me in 
one direction, the mere knowledge that they are simply conjectures, and 
net certain and indubitable reasons, is itself quite enough to push my 
assent the other way. My experience in the last few days confirms this: 
the mere fact that I found that all my previous beliefs were in some sense 
open to doubt was enough to turn my absolutely confident belief in their 
truth into the supposition that they were wholly false. 

If, however, i simply refrain from making a judgement in cases where | 
do not perceive the truth with sufficient clarity and distinctness, then it is 
clear that | am behaving correctly and avoiding error. But if in such cases 
Teither affirm or deny, then I] am not using my free will correctly. lf I go 
for the alternative which is false, then obviously I shall be in error; if | 
take the other side, then it is by pure chance that | arrive at the truth, and 
I shall still be at fault since it is clear by the natural light that the 
perception of the intellect should always precede the determination of the 
will. In this incorrect use of free will may be found the privation which 
constitutes the essence of error. The privation, | say, lies in the operation 
of the will in so far as it proceeds from me, but not in the faculty of will 
which | received from God, nor even in its operation, in so far as it 
depends on him. 
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And I have no cause for complaint on the grounds that the power of 
understanding or the natural light which God gave me is no greater than 
it is; for it is in the nature of a finite intellect to lack understanding of 
many things, and it is in the nature of a created intellect to be finite. 
Indeed, | have reason to give thanks to him who has never owed me 
anything for the great bounty that he has shown me, rather than thinking 
myself deprived or robbed of any gifts he did not bestow.! 

Nor do I have any cause for complaint on the grounds that God gave 
me a will which extends more widely than my intellect. For since the will 
consists simply of one thing which is, as it were, indivisible, it seems that 
its nature rules out the possibility of anything being taken away from it. 
And surely, the more widely my will extends, then the greater thanks I 
ewe to him who gave it to me. 

Finally, | must not complain that the forming of those acts of will or 
judgements in which I go wrong happens with God’s concurrence. For in 
so far as these acts depend on God, they are wholly true and good; and 
my ability to perform them means that there is in a sense more perfection 
in me than would be the case if I lacked this ability. As for the privation 
involved — which is all that the essential definition of falsity and wrong 
consists in — this does not in any way require the concurrence of God, 
since it is not a thing; indeed, when it is referred to God as its cause, it 
should be called not a privation but simply a negation.’ For it is surely no 
imperfection in God that he has given me the freedom to assent or not to 
assent in those cases where he did not endow my intellect with a clear and 
distinct perception; but it is undoubtedly an imperfection in me to 
misuse that freedom and make judgements about matters which | do not 
fully understand. I can see, however, that God could easily have brought 
it about that without losing my freedom, and despite the limitations in 
my knowledge, I should nonetheless never make a mistake. He could, for 
example, have endowed my intellect with a clear and distinct perception 
of everything about which I was ever likely to deliberate; or he could 
simply have impressed it unforgettably on my memory that i should 
never make a judgement about anything which 1 did not clearly and 
distinctly understand. Had God made me this way, then | can easily 
understand that, considered as a totality? I would have been more 
perfect than | am now. But | cannot therefore deny that there may in 
some way be more perfection in the universe as a whole because some of 


1 ‘... rather than entertaining so unjust a thought as to imagine that be deprived me of, or 
unjustly withheld, the other perfections which he did not give me’ (French version). 
2‘... understanding these terms in accordance with scholastic usage’ (added in French 


version). 
3‘... as if there were only myself in the world’ (added in French version}. 
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its parts are not immune from error, while others are immune, than there 
would be if all the parts were exactly alike. And I have no right to 
complain that the role God wished me to undertake in the world is not 
the principal one or the most perfect of all. 

What is more, even if | have no power to avoid error in the first way 
just mentioned, which requires a clear perception of everything | have to 
deliberate on, I can avoid error in the second way, which depends merely 
on my remembering to withhold judgement on any occasion when the 
truth of the matter is not clear. Admittedly, | am aware of a certain 
weakness in me, in that | am unable to keep my attention fixed on one 
and the same item of knowledge at all times; but by attentive and 
repeated meditation I am nevertheless able to make myself remember it 
as often as the need arises, and thus get into the habit of avoiding error. 

it is here that man’s greatest and most important perfection is to be 
found, and I therefore think that today’s meditation, involving an 
investigation into the cause of error and falsity, has been very profit- 
able. The cause of error must surely be the one I have explained; for if, 
whenever I have to make a judgement, | restrain my will so that it 
extends to what the intellect clearly and distinctly reveals, and no further, 
then it is quite impossible for me to go wrong. This is because every clear 
and distinct perception is undoubtedly something,! and hence cannot 
come from nothing, but must necessarily have God for its author. Its 
author, I say, is God, who is supremely perfect, and who cannot be a 
deceiver on pain of contradiction; hence the perception is undoubtedly 
true. So today | have learned not only what precautions to take to avoid 
ever going wrong, but also what to do to arrive at the truth. For | shal! 
unquestionably reach the truth, if only | give sufficient attention to all the 
things which I perfectly understand, and separate these from all the other 
cases where my apprehension is more confused and obscure. And this is 
just what I shall take good care to do from now on. . 


1‘... something real and positive’ (French version). 
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FIFTH MEDITATION 


The essence of material things, and the existence of God 
considered a second time 


There are many matters which remain to be investigated concerning the 
attributes of God and the nature of myself, or my mind; and perhaps | 
shall take these up at another time. But now that I have seen what to do 
and what to avoid in order to reach the truth, the most pressing task 
seems to be to try to escape ftom the doubts into which I fell a few days 
ago, and see whether any certainty can be achieved regarding material 
objects. 

But before I inquire whether any such things exist outside me, 1 must 
consider the ideas of these things, in so far as they exist in my thought, 
and see which of them are distinct, and which confused. 

Quantity, for example, or ‘continuous’ quantity as the philosophers 
commonly call it, is something I distinctly imagine. That is, I distinctly 
imagine the extension of the quantity (or rather of the thing which is 
quantified} in length, breadth and depth. 1 also enumerate various parts 
of the thing, and to these parts I assign various sizes, shapes, positions 
and local motions; and to the motions | assign various durations. 

Not only are all these things very weil known and transparent to me 
when regarded in this general way, but in addition there are countless 
particular features regarding shape, number, motion and so on, which | 
perceive when I give them my attention. And the truth of these matters is 
so open and so much in harmony with my nature, that on first 
discovering them it seems that | am not so much learning something new 
as remembering what I knew before; or it seems like noticing for the first 
time things which were long present within me although | had never 
turned my mental gaze on them before. 

But I think the most important consideration at this point is that I find 
within me countless ideas of things which even though they may not exist 
anywhere outside me still cannot be called nothing; for although in a 
sense they can be thought of at will, they are not my invention but have 
their own true and immutable natures. When, for example, | imagine a 
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triangle, even if perhaps no such figure exists, or has ever existed, 
anywhere outside my thought, there is still a determinate nature, or 
essence, or form of the triangle which is immutable and eternal, and not 
invented by me or dependent on my mind. This is clear from the fact that 
various properties can be demonstrated of the triangle, for example that 
its three angles equal two right angles, that its greatest side subtends its 
greatest angle, and the like; and since these properties are ones which | 
now clearly recognize whether | want to or not, even if I never thought of 
them at all when I previously imagined the triangle, it follows that they 
cannot have been invented by me. 

Ir would be beside the point for me to say that since I have from time to 
time seen bodies of triangular shape, the idea of the triangle may have 
come to me from external things by means of the sense organs. For I can 
think up countless other shapes which there can be no suspicion of my 
ever having encountered through the senses, and yet I can demonstrate 
various properties of these shapes, just as I can with the triangle. All these 
properties are certainly true, since | am clearly aware of them, and 
therefore they are something, and not merely nothing; for it is obvious 
that whatever is true is something; and I have already amply demon- 
strated that everything of which I am clearly aware is true. And even if | 
had not demonstrated this, the nature of my mind is such that ] cannot 
but assent to these things, at least so long as | clearly perceive them. | also 
remember that even before, when I was completely preoccupied with the 
objects of the senses, } always held that the most certain truths of all were 
the kind which I recognized clearly in connection with shapes, or 
numbers or other items relating to arithmetic or geometry, or in general 
to pure and abstract mathematics. 

But if the mere fact that I can produce from my thought the idea of 
something entails that everything which I clearly and distinctly perceive 
to belong to that thing really does belong to it, is not this a possible basis 
for another argument to prove the existence of God? Certainly, the idea 
of God, or a supremely perfect being, is one which 1 And within me just as 
surely as the idea of any shape or number. And my understanding that it 
belongs to his nature that he always exists’ is no less clear and distinct 
than is the case when I prove of any shape or number that some property 
belongs to its nature. Hence, even if it turned out that not everything on 
which I have meditated in these past days is true, ! ought still to regard 
the existence of God as having at least the same level of certainty as | 
have hitherto attributed to the truths of mathematics.? 

At first sight, however, this is not transparently clear, but has some 


1 ‘,.. that actual and eternal existence belongs to his nature’ (French version), 
2‘... which concern only figures and numbers’ (added in French version). 
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appearance of being a sophism. Since | have been accustomed to 
distinguish between existence and essence in everything else, | find it easy 
to persuade myself that existence can also be separated from the essence 
of God, and hence that God can be thought of as not existing. But when | 
concentrate more carefully, it is quite evident that existence can no more 
be separated from the essence of God than the fact that its three angles 
equal two right angles can be separated from the essence of a triangle, or 
than the idea of a mountain can be separated from the idea of a valley. 
Hence it is just as much of a contradiction to think of God (that is, a 
supremely perfect being) lacking existence (that is, lacking a perfection), 
as it is to think of a mountain without a valley. 

However, even granted that I cannot think of God except as existing, 
just as | cannot think of a mountain without a valley, it certainly does not 
follow from the fact that I think of a mountain with a valley that there is 
any mountain in the world; and similarly, it does not seem to follow from 
the fact that I think of God as existing that he does exist. For my thought 
does not impose any necessity on things; and just as | may imagine a 
winged horse even though no horse has wings, so | may be able to attach 
existence to God even though no God exists. 

But there is a sophism concealed here. From the fact that I cannot think 
of a mountain without a valley, it does not follow that a mountain and 
valley exist anywhere, but simply that a mountain and a valley, whether 
they exist or not, are mutually inseparable. But from the fact that | 
cannot think of God except as existing, it follows that existence is 
inseparable from God, and hence that he really exists. [t is not that my 
thought makes it so, or imposes any necessity on any thing; on the 
contrary, it is the necessity of the thing itself, namely the existence of 
God, which determines my thinking in this respect. For I am not free to 
think of God without existence (that is, a supremely perfect being 
without a supreme perfection) as | am free to imagine a horse with or 
without wings. 

And it must not be objected at this point that while it is indeed 
necessary for me to suppose God exists, once t have made the supposition 
that he has all perfections (since existence is one of the perfections), 
nevertheless the original supposition was not necessary. Similarly, the 
objection would run, it is not necessary for me to think that all 
quadrilaterals can be inscribed in a circle; but given this supposition, it 
will be necessary for me to admit that a chombus can be inscribed in a 
circle — which is patently false. Now admittedly, it is not necessary that I 
ever light upon any thought of God; but whenever do choose to think of 
the first and supreme being, and bring forth the idea of God from the 
treasure house of my mind as it were, it is necessary that 1 attribute all 
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perfections to him, even if 1 do not at that time enumerate them or attend 
to them individually. And this necessity plainly guarantees that, when | 
later realize that existence is a perfection, | am correct in inferring that 
the first and supreme being exists. In the same way, it is not necessary for 
me ever to imagine a triangle; but whenever I do wish to consider a 
rectilinear figure having just three angles, it is necessary that ] attribute to 
it the properties which license the inference that its three angles equal no 
more than two right angles, even if I do not notice this at the time. By 
contrast, when I examine what figures can be inscribed in a cirele, it is in 
no way necessary for me to think that this class includes all quadrilater- 
als. Indeed, 1 cannot even imagine this, so long as | an willing to admit 
only what I clearly and distinctly understand. So there is a great 
difference between this kind of false supposition and the true ideas which 
are innate in me, of which the first and most important is the idea of God. 
There are many ways in which I understand that this idea is not 
something fictitious which is dependent on my thought, but is an image 
of a true and immutable nature. First of all, there is the fact that, apart 
from God, there is nothing else of which | am capable of thinking such 
that existence belongs! to its essence, Second, I cannot understand how 
there could be two or more Gods of this kind; and after supposing that 
one God exists, | plainly see thar it is necessary that he has existed from 
eternity and will abide for eternity. And finally, | perceive many other 
attributes of God, none of which I can remove or alter. 

But whatever method of proof ! use, | am always brought back to the 
fact that it is only what | clearly and distinctly perceive that completely 
convinces me. Some of the things I clearly and distinctly perceive are 
obvious to everyone, while others are discovered only by those who look 
more closely and investigate more carefully; but once they have been 
discovered, the latter are judged to be just as certain as the former. in the 
case of a right-angled triangle, for example, the fact-that the square on 
the hypotenuse is equal to the square on the other two sides is not so 
readily apparent as the fact that the hypotenuse subtends the largest 
angle; but once one has seen it, one believes it just as strongly. But as 
regards God, if ] were not overwhelmed by preconceived opinions, and if 
the images of things perceived by the senses did not besiege my thought 
on every side, | would certainly acknowledge him sooner and more easily 
than anything else. For what is more self-evident than the fact thar the 
supreme being exists, or that God, to whose essence alone existence 
belongs,? exists? 

1“... necessarily belongs’ (French version). 


2 ,.. in the idea of whom alone necessary and eternal existence is comprised’ (French 
version). 
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Although it needed close attention for me to perceive this, 1 am now 
just as certain of it as 1 am of everything else which appears most certain. 
And what is more, I see that the certainty of all other things depends on 
this, so that without it nothing can ever be perfectly known. 

Admittedly my nature is such that so long as! J perceive something very 
clearly and distinctly I cannot but believe it to be true. But my nature is 
also such that [ cannot fix my mental vision continually on the same 
thing, so as to keep perceiving it clearly, and often the memory of a 
previously made judgement may come back, when I am no longer 
attending to the arguments which led me to make it. And so other 
arguments can now occur to me which might easily undermine my 
opinion, if | were unaware of God: and I should thus never have true 
and certain knowledge about anything, but only shifting and changeable 
opinions. For example, when I consider the nature of a triangle, it appears 
most evident to me, steeped as | am in the principles of geometry, that 
its three angles are equal to two right angles; and so long as I attend 
to the proof, I cannot but believe this to be true. But as soon as I turn 
my mind’s eye away from the proof, then in spite of still remembering 
that I perceived it very clearly, I can easily fall into doubt about its truth, 
if 1am unaware of God. For | can convince myself that I have a natural 
disposition to go wrong from time to time in matters which I think I 
perceive as evidently as can be. This will seem even more likely when 
I remember that there have been frequent cases where 1 have regarded 
things as true and certain, but have later been led by other arguments 
to judge them to be false. 

Now, however, I have perceived that God exists, and at the same time I 
have understood that everything else depends on him, and that he is no 
deceiver; and | have drawn the conclusion that everything which I clearly 
and distinctly perceive is of necessity true. Accordingly, even if | am no 
longer attending to the arguments which led me to judge that this is true, 
as long as I remember that I clearly and distinctly perceived it, there are 
no counter-arguments which can be adduced to make me doubt it, but 
on the contrary I have true and certain knowledge of it. And I have 
knowledge not just of this matter, but of all matters which 1 remember 
ever having demonstrated, in geometry and so on. For what objections 
can now be raised?? That the way I am made makes me prone to frequent 
error? But | now know that | am incapable of error in those cases where 
my understanding is transparently clear. Or can it be objected that I have 
in the past regarded as true and certain many things which | afterwards 
recognized to be false? But none of these were things which I clearly and 


x ‘... as soon as’ (French version). 
2‘... to oblige me to call these matters into doubt’ (added in French version). 
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distinctly perceived: I was ignorant of this rule for establishing the truth, 
and believed these things for other reasons which I later discovered to be 
less reliable. So what is left to say? Can one raise the objection | put to 
myself a while ago, that | may be dreaming, or that everything which I 
am now thinking has as little truth as what comes to the mind of one who 
is asleep? Yet even this does not change anything. For even though I 
might be dreaming, if there is anything which is evident to my intellect, 
then it is wholly true. 

Thus I see plainly that the certainty and truth of all knowledge depends 
uniquely on my awareness of the true God, to such an extent that I 
was incapable of perfect knowledge about anything else until I became 
aware of him. And now it is possible for me to achieve full and certain 
knowledge of countless matters, both concerning God himself and other 
things whose nature is intellectual, and also concerning the whole of 
that corporeal nature which is the subject-matter of pure mathematics.! 


1‘... and also concerning things which belong to corporeal nature in so far as it can serve 
as the object of geometrical demonstrations which have no concern with whether that 
object exists’ (French version). 


EE 


72 


SIXTH MEDITATION 


The existence of material things, and the 

real distinction between mind and body’ 
it remains for me to examine whether material things exist. And at least I 
now know they are capable of existing, in so far as they are the 
subject-matter of pure mathematics, since I perceive them clearly and 
distinctly. For there is no doubt that God is capable of creating 
everything that I am capable of perceiving in this manner; and I have 
never judged that something could not be made by him except on the 
grounds that there would be a contradiction in my perceiving it 
distinctly. The conclusion that material things exist is also suggested by 
the faculty of imagination, which | am aware of using when | turn my 
mind to material things. For when | give more attentive consideration to 
what imagination is, it seems to be nothing else but an application of the 
cognitive faculty to a body which is intimately present to it, and which 
therefore exists. 

To make this clear, | will first examine the difference between 
imagination and pure understanding. When I imagine a triangle, for 
example, I do not merely understand that it is a figure bounded by three 
lines, but at the same time I also see the three lines with my mind’s eye as 
if they were present before me; and this is what I call imagining. But if] 
want to think of a chiliagon, although I understand that it is a figure 
consisting of a thousand sides just as well as ] understand the triangle to 
be a three-sided figure, I do not in the same way imagine the thousand 
sides or see them as if they were present before me. It is true that since | 
am in the habit of imagining something whenever I think of a corporeal 
thing, I may construct in my mind a confused representation of some 
figure; but it is clear that this is not a chiliagon. For it differs in no way 
from the representation I should form if I were thinking of a myriagon, or 
any figure with very many sides. Moreover, such a representation is 
useless for recognizing the propertics which distinguish a chiliagon from 
other polygons. But suppose I am dealing with a pentagon: | can of 
course understand the figure of a pentagon, just as I can the figure of a 

x‘... between the soul and body of man’ (French version). 
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chiliagon, without the help of the imagination; but I can also imagine a 
pentagon, by applying my mind’s eye to its five sides and the area 
contained within them. And in doing this I notice quite clearly that 
imagination requires a peculiar effort of mind which is not required for 
understanding; this additional effort of mind clearly shows the difference 
between imagination and pure understanding, 

Besides this, I consider that this power of imagining which is in me, 
differing as it does from the power of understanding, is not a necessary 
constituent of my own essence, that is, of the essence of my mind. For if ] 
lacked it, | should undoubtedly remain the same individual as I now am; 
from which it seems to follow that it depends on something distinct from 
myself. And I can easily understand that, if there does exist some body to 
which the mind is so joined that it can apply itself to contemplate it, as it 
were, whenever it pleases, then it may possibly be this very body that 
enables me to imagine corporeal things. So the difference between this 
mode of thinking and pure understanding may simply be this: when the 
mind understands, it in some way turns towards itself and inspects one of 
the ideas which are within it; but when it imagines, it turns towards the 
body and looks at something in the body which conforms to an idea 
understood by the mind or perceived by the senses. I can, as } say, easily 
understand that this is how imagination comes about, if the body exists; 
and since there is no other equally suitable way of explaining imagination 
that comes to mind, I can make a probable conjecture that the body 
exists. But this is only a probability; and despite a careful and compre- 
hensive investigation, | do not yet see how the distinct idea of corporeal 
nature which I find in my imagination can provide any basis for a 
necessary inference that some body exists. 

But besides that corporeal nature which is the subject-matter of pure 
mathematics, there is much else that I habitually imagine, such as 
colours, sounds, tastes, pain and so on — though not so distinctly. Now | 
perceive these things much better by means of the senses, which is how, 
with the assistance of memory, they appear to have reached the 
imagination. So in order to deal with them more fully, | must pay equal 
attention to the senses, and see whether the things which are perceived by 
means of that mode of thinking which I call ‘sensory perception’ provide 
me with any sure argument for the existence of corporeal things. 

To begin with, I will go back over all the things which | previously 
took to be perceived by the senses, and reckoned to be true; and | will go 
over my reasons for thinking this. Next, | will ser out my reasons for 
subsequently calling these things into doubt. And finally 1 will consider 
what [ should now believe about them. 

First of all then, I perceived by my senses that I had a head, hands, feet 
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and other limbs making up the body which I regarded as part of myself, 
or perhaps even as my whole self. | also perceived by my senses that this 
body was situated among many other bodies which could affect it in 
various favourable or unfavourable ways; and I gauged the favourable 
effects by a sensation of pleasure, and the unfavourable ones by a 
sensation of pain. In addition to pain and pleasure, i also had sensations 
within me of hunger, thirst, and other such appetites, and also of physical 
propensities towards cheerfulness, sadness, anger and similar emotions. 
And outside me, besides the extension, shapes and movements of bodies, 
Lalso had sensations of their hardness and heat, and of the other tactile 
qualities, In addition, i had sensations of light, colours, smells, tastes and 
sounds, the variety of which enabled me to distinguish the sky, the earth, 
the seas, and all other bodies, one from another. Considering the ideas of 
all these qualities which presented themselves to my thought, although 
the ideas were, strictly speaking, the only immediate objects of my 
sensory awareness, it was not unreasonable for me to think that the items 
which I was perceiving through the senses were things quite distinct from 
my thought, namely bodies which produced the ideas. For my experience 
was that these ideas came to me quite without my consent, so that I could 
not have sensory awareness of any object, even if | wanted to, unless it 
was present to my sense organs; and I could not avoid having sensory 
awareness of it when it was present. And since the ideas perceived by the 
senses were much more lively and vivid and even, in their own way, more 
distinct than any of those which I deliberately formed through meditating 
or which I found impressed on my memory, it seemed impossible that 
they should have come from within me; so the only alternative was that 
they came from other things. Since the sole source of my knowledge of 
these things was the ideas themselves, the supposition that the things 
resembled the ideas was bound to occur to me. In addition, | remembered 
that the use of my senses had come first, while the use of my reason came 
only later; and I saw that the ideas which I formed myself were less vivid 
than those which I perceived with the senses and were, for the most part, 
made up of elements of sensory ideas. In this way I easily convinced 
myself that I had nothing at all in the intellect which I had not previously 
had in sensation.! As for the body which by some special right I called. 
‘mine’, my belief that this body, more than any other, belonged to me had \, 
some justification. For I could never be separated from it, as I could from ; 
other bodies; and | felt all my appetites and emotions in, and on account 
of, this body; and finally, | was aware of pain and pleasurable ticklings in 
parts of this body, but not in other bodies external to it. But why should 
that curious sensation of pain give rise to a particular distress of mind; or 
1 See note 3, p. 186 below. 
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why should a certain kind of delight follow on a tickling sensation? 
Again, why should that curious tugging in the stomach which I call 
hunger tell me that I should eat, or a dryness of the throat tell me to 
drink, and so on? I was not able to give any explanation of all this, except 
that nature taught me so. For there is absolutely no connection (at least 
that I can understand) between the tugging sensation and the decision to 
take food, or between the sensation of something causing pain and the 
mental apprehension of distress that arises from that sensation, These 
and other judgements that | made concerning sensory objects, I was 
apparently taught to make by nature; for | had already made up my mind 
that this was how things were, before working out any arguments to 
prove It. 

Later on, however, i had many experiences which gradually under- 
mined all the faith | had had in the senses. Sometimes towers which had 
looked round from a distance appeared square from close up; and 
enormous statues standing on their pediments did not seem large when 
observed from the ground. In these and countless other such cases, I 
found that the judgements of the external senses were mistaken, And this 
applied not just to the external senses but to the internal senses as well. 
For what can be more internal than pain? And yet I had heard that those 
who had had a leg or an arm amputated sometimes still seemed to feel 
pain intermittently in the missing part of the body. So even in my own 
case it was apparently not quite certain that a particular limb was 
hurting, even if | felt pain in it. To these reasons for doubting, | recently 
added two very general ones.! The first was that every sensory experience 
Ihave ever thought I was having while awake I can also think of myself as 
sometimes having while asleep; and since 1 do not believe that what I 
seem to perceive in sleep comes from things located outside me, I did not 
see why I should be any more inclined to believe this of what I think I 
perceive while awake. The second reason for doubt was that since | did 
not know the author of my being (or at least was pretending not to), I 
saw nothing to rule out the possibility that my natural constitution made 
me prone to error even in matters which seemed to me most true. As for 
the reasons for my previous confident belief in the truth of the things 
perceived by the senses, I had no trouble in refuting them. For since | 
apparently had natural impulses towards many things which reason told 
me to avoid, I reckoned that a great deal of confidence should not be 
placed in what I was taught by nature. And despite the fact that the 
perceptions of the senses were not dependent on my will, I did not think 
that I should on that account infer that they proceeded from things 


x Cf Med, 1, above pp. F3~15. 
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distinct from myself, since | might perhaps have a faculty not yet known 
to me which produced them.! 

But now, when I am beginning to achieve a better knowledge of myself 
and the author of my being, although | do not think { should heedlessly 
accept everything 1 seem to have acquired from the senses, neither do 
think that everything should be called into doubt. 

First, | know that everything which I clearly and distinctly understand 
is capable of being created by God so as to correspond exactly with my 
understanding of it. Hence the fact that | can clearly and distinctly 
understand one thing apart from another is enough to make me certain 
that the two things are distinct, since they are capable of being separated, 
at least by God. The question of what kind of power is required to bring 
about such a separation does not affect the judgement that the two things 
are distinct. Thus, simply by knowing that I exist and secing at the same 
time that absolutely nothing else belongs to my nature or essence except 
that lam a thinking thing, I can infer correctly that my essence consists 
solely in the fact that | am a thinking thing. It is true that I may have (or, 
to anticipate, that I certainly have) a body that is very closely joined to 
me. But nevertheless, on the one hand I have a clear and distinct idea of 
myself, in so far as | am simply a thinking, non-extended thing; and on 
the other hand I have a distinct idea of body,” in so far as this is simply 
an extended, non-thinking thing. And accordingly, it is certain that F am 
really distinct from my body, and can exist without it. 

Besides this, I find in myself faculties for certain special modes of 
thinking,* namely imagination and sensory perception. Now I can clearly 
and distinctly understand myself as a whole without these faculties; but I 
cannot, conversely, understand these faculties without me, that is, 
without an intellectual substance to inhere in. This is because there is an 
intellectual act included in their essential definition; and hence I perceive 
that the distinction between them and myself corresponds to the distinc- 
tion between the modes of a thing and the thing itself.> Of course | also 
recognize that there are other faculties (like those of changing position, of 
taking on various shapes, and so on) which, like sensory perception and 
imagination, cannot be understood apart from some substance for them 


4° Cf. Med. un, above p. 27. 

2 The Latin term corpus as used here by Descartes is ambiguous as between ‘body’ (i.e. 
corporeal matter in general) and ‘the body’ (i.e. this particular body of mine). The French 
version preserves the ambiguity. 


3‘... that is, my soul, by which | am what | am’ (added in French version). 

4 ‘... certain modes of thinking which are quite special and distinct from me’ (French 
version). 

5 ‘... between the shapes, movements and other modes or accidents of a body and the 


body which supports them’ ( ‘rench version). 


Sixth Meditation 5g 


to inhere in, and hence cannot exist without it. But it is clear that these 
other faculties, if they exist, must be ina corporeal or extended substance 
and not an intellectual one; for the clear and distinct conception of them 
includes extension, but does not include any intellectual act whatsoever, 
Now there is in me a passive faculty of sensory perception, that is, a 
faculty for receiving and recognizing the ideas of sensible objects; but 
could not make use of it unless there was also an active faculty, either in 
me or in something else, which produced or brought about these ideas. 
But this faculty cannot be in me, since clearly it presupposes no 
intellectual act on my part,! and the ideas in question are produced 
without my cooperation and often even against my will. So the only 
alternative is that it is in another substance distinct from me — a 
substance which contains either formally or eminently all the reality 
which exists objectively? in the ideas produced by this faculty (as I have 
just noted). This substance is either a body, that is, a corporeal nature, in 
which case it will contain formally <and in fact> everything which is to 
be found objectively <or tepresentatively> in the ideas; or else it is God, 
or some creature more noble than a body, in which case it will contain 
eminently whatever is to be found in the ideas. But since God is not a 
deceiver, it is quite clear that he does not transmit the ideas to me either 
directly from himself, or indirectly, via some creature which contains the 
objective reality of the ideas not formally but only eminently. For God 
has given me no faculty at all for recognizing any such source for these 
ideas; on the contrary, he has given me a great propensity to believe that 
they are produced by corporeal things. So I do not see how God could be 
understood to be anything but a deceiver if the ideas were transmitted 
from a source other than corporeal things. It follows that corporeal 
things exist. They may not all exist in a way that exactly corresponds 
with my sensory grasp of them, for in many cases the grasp of the senses 
is very obscure and confused. But at least they possess all the properties 
which I clearly and distinctly understand, that is, all those which, viewed 
in general terms, are comprised within the subject-matter of pure 
mathematics. 

What of the other aspects of corporeal things which are either 
particular (for example that the sun is of such and such a size or shape), 
or less clearly understood, such as light or sound or pain, and so on? 
Despite the high degree of doubt and uncertainty involved here, the very 
fact that God is not a deceiver, and the consequent impossibility of there 
being any falsity in my opinions which cannot be corrected by some other 
i‘... cannot be in me in so. far as | am merely a thinking thing, since it does not 


presuppose any thought on my part’ (French version). 
2 For the terms ‘formally’, ‘eminently’ and ‘objectively’, see notes, p. 28 above. 
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faculty supplied by God, offers me a sure hope that i can attain the truth 
even in these matters. Indeed, there is no doubt that everything that lam 
taught by nature contains some truth. For if nature is considered in its 
general aspect, then I understand by the term nothing other than God 
himself, or the ordered system of created things established by God. And 
by my own nature in particular 1 understand nothing other than the 
totality of things bestowed on me by God. 

There is nothing that my own nature teaches me more vividly than that 
Ihave a body, and that when I feel pain there is something wrong with 
the body, and that when I am hungry or thirsty the body needs food and 
drink, and so on. So I should not doubt that there is some truth in this. 

Nature also teaches me, by these sensations of pain, hunger, thirst and 
so on, that | am not merely present in my body as a sailor is present ina 
ship,' but that I am very closely joined and, as it were, intermingled with 
it, so that | and the body form a unit. If this were not so, I, who am 
nothing but a thinking thing, would not feel pain when the body was 
hurt, but would perceive the damage purely by the intellect, just as a 
sailor perceives by sight if anything in his ship is broken. Similarly, when 
the body needed food or drink, | should have an explicit understanding 
of the fact, instead of having confused sensations of hunger and thirst. 
For these sensations of hunger, thirst, pain and so on are nothing but 
confused modes of thinking which arise from the union and, as it were, 
intermingling of the mind with the body. 

Lam also taught by nature that various other bodies exist in the vicinity 
of my body, and that some of these are to be sought out and others 
avoided. And from the fact that I perceive by my senses a great variety of 
colours, sounds, smells and tastes, as well as differences in heat, hardness 
and the like, lam correct in inferring that the bodies which are the source 
of these various sensory perceptions possess differences corresponding to 
them, though perhaps not resembling them. Also, the fact that some of the 
perceptions are agreeable to me while others are disagreeable makes it 
quite certain that my body, or rather my whole self, in so far as lama 
combination of body and mind, can be affected by the various beneficial 
or harmful bodies which surround it. 

There are, however, many other things which I may appear to have 
been taught by nature, but which in reality I acquired not from nature 
but from a habit of making ill-considered judgements; and it is therefore 
quite possible that these are false. Cases in point are the belief that any 
space in which nothing is occurring to stimulate my senses must be 
empty; or that the heat ina body is something exactly resembling the idea 
of heat which is in me; or that when a body is white or green, the 


i‘... asa pilot in his ship’ (French version). 
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selfsame whiteness or greenness which I perceive through my senses is 
present in the body; or that in a body which is bitter ot sweet there is the 
selfsame taste which I experience, and so on; or, finally, that stars and 
towers and other distant bodies have the same size and shape which they 
Present to my senses, and other examples of this kind. But to make sure 
that my perceptions in this matter are sufficiently distinct, | must more 
accurately define exactly what | mean when I say that | am taught 
something by nature, In this context | am taking nature to be something 
more limited than the totality of things bestowed on me by God. For this 
includes many things that belong to the mind alone ~ for example my 
perception that what is done cannot be undone, and all other things that 
are known by the natura! light;! but at this stage I am not speaking of 
these matters. It also includes much that relates to the body alone, like 
the tendency to move in a downward direction, and so on; but ] am not 
speaking of these matters either. My sole concern here is with what God 
has bestowed on me as a combination of mind and body. My nature, 
then, in this limited sense, does indeed teach me to avoid what induces a 
feeling of pain and to seek out what induces feelings of pleasure, and so 
on. Bur it docs not appear to teach us to draw any conclusions from these 
sensory perceptions about things located outside us without waiting until 
the intellect has examined? the matter. For knowledge of the truth about 
such things seems to belong to the mind alone, not to the combination of 
mind and body. Hence, although a star has no greater effect on my eye 
than the flame of a small light, that does not mean that there is any real or 
positive inclination in me to believe that the star is no bigger than the 
light; I have simply made this judgement from childhood onwards 
without any rational basis. Similarly, although I feel heat when 1 go near 
a fire and feel pain when I go too near, there is no convincing argument 
for supposing that there is something in the fire which resembles the heat, 
any more than for supposing that there is something which resembles the 
pain. There is simply reason to suppose that there is something in the fire, 

whatever it may eventually turn out to be, which produces in us the 
feelings of heat or pain. And likewise, even though there is nothing in any 

given space that stimulates the senses, it does not follow that there is no 

body there. In these cases and many others | see that | have been in the 

habit of misusing the order of nature. For the proper purpose of the 

sensory perceptions given me by nature is simply to inform the mind of 
what is beneficial or harmful for the composite of which the mind is a 

part; and to this extent they are sufficiently clear and distinct. But I 

misuse them by treating them as reliable touchstones for immediate 


i‘... without any help from the body’ (added in French version). 
2‘... carefully and maturely examined’ (French version). 
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judgements about the essential nature of the bodies located outside us; 
yet this is an area where they provide only very obscure information. 

I have already looked in sufficient detail at how, notwithstanding the 
goodness of God, it may happen that my judgements are false. But a 
further problem now comes to mind regarding those very things which 
nature presents to me as abjects which I should seek out or avoid, and 
also regarding the internal sensations, where I seem to have detected 
errors! — e.g. when someone is tricked by the pleasant taste of some food 
into eating the poison concealed inside it. Yet in this case, what the man’s 
nature urges him to go for is simply what is responsible for the pleasant 
taste, and not the poison, which his nature knows nothing about. The 
only inference that can be drawn from this is that his nature is not 
omniscient. And this is not surprising, since man is a limited thing, and so 
it is only fitting that his perfection should be limited. 

And yet it is not unusual for us to go wrong even in cases where nature 
does urge us towards something. Those who are ill, for example, may 
desire food or drink that will shortly afterwards turn out to be bad for 
them. Perhaps it may be said that they go wrong because their nature is 
disordered, but this does not remove the difficulty. A sick man is no less 
one of God’s creatures than a healthy one, and it seems no less a 
contradiction to suppose that he has received from God a nature which 
deceives him. Yet a clock constructed with wheels and weights observes 
all the laws of its nature just as closely when it is badly made and tells the 
wrong time as when it completely fulfils the wishes of the clockmaker. In 
the same way, I might consider the body of a man as a kind of machine 
equipped with and made up of bones, nerves, muscles, veins, blood and 
skin in such a way that, even if there were no mind in it, it would still 
perform all the same movements as it now does in those cases where 
movement is not under the control of the will or, consequently, of the 
mind. I can easily see that if such a body suffers from dropsy, for 
example, and is affected by the dryness of the throat which normally 
produces in the mind the sensation of thirst, the resulting condition of the 
nerves and other parts will dispose the body to take a drink, with the 
result that the disease will be aggravated. Yet this is just as natural as the 
body’s being stimulated by a similar dryness of the throat to take a drink 
when there is no such illness and the drink is beneficiai. Admittedly, 
when I consider the purpose of the clock, | may say that it is departing 
from its nature when it does not tell the right time; and similarly when I 
consider the mechanism of the human body, I may think that, in relation 
to the movements which normally occur in it, it too is deviating from its 
nature if the throat is dry at a time when drinking is not beneficial to its 
1‘... and thus seem to have been directly deceived by my nature’ (added in French 


version). 
2‘... but occurs merely as a result of the disposition of the organs’ (French version). 
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continued health, But | am well aware that ‘nature’ as I have just used it 
has a very different significance from ‘nature’ in the other sense, As [have 
just used it, ‘nature’ is simply a label which depends on my thought; it is 
quite extraneous to the things to which it is applied, and depends simply 
on my comparison between the idea of a sick man and a badly-made 
clock, and the idea of a healthy man and a well-made clock. But by 
‘nature’ in the other sense | understand something which is really to be 
found in the things themselves; in this sense, therefore, the term contains 
something of the truth. 

When we say, then, with respect to the body suffering from dropsy, 
that it has a disordered nature because it has a dry throat and yet does 
not need drink, the term ‘nature’ is here used merely as an extraneous 
label. However, with respect to the composite, that is, the mind united 
with this body, what is involved is not a mere label, but a true error of 
nature, namely that it is thirsty at a time when drink is going to cause it 
harm. It thus remains to inquire how it is that the goodness of God does 
not prevent nature, in this sense, from deceiving us. 

The first observation | make at this point is that there is a great 
difference between the mind and the body, inasmuch as the body is by its 
very nature always divisible, while the mind is utterly indivisible. For 
when I consider the mind, or myself in so far as I am merely a thinking 


thing, | am unable to distinguish any parts within myself; 1 understand: 


myself to be something quite single and complete. Although the whole 
mind seems to be united to the whole body, I recognize that if a foot or 
arm or any other part of the body is cut off, nothing has thereby been 
taken away from the mind. As for the faculties of willing, of understand- 
ing, of sensory perception and so on, these cannot be termed parts of the 
mind, since it is one and the same mind that wills, and understands and 
has sensory perceptions. By contrast, there is no corporeal or extended 
thing that I can think of which in my thought I cannot easily divide into 
parts; and this very fact makes me understand that it is divisible. This one 
argument would be enough to show me that the mind is completely 
different from the body, even if I did not already know as much from 
other considerations. 

My next observation is that the mind is not immediately affected by all 
parts of the body, but only by the brain, or perhaps just by one small part 
of the brain, namely the part which is said to contain the ‘common’ 
sense.' Every time this part of the brain is in a given state, it presents the 


1 The supposed faculty which integrates the data from the five specialized senses (the 
notion goes back ultimately to Aristotle). ‘The seat of the common sense must be very 
mobile, to receive all the impressions coming from the senses, but must be moveable only 
by the spirits which transmit these impressions. Only the conarion {pineal gland] Sts 
these conditions’ (letter ro Mersenne, 2: April 2641). 
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same signals to the mind, even though the other parts of the body may be 
in a different condition at the time. This is established by countless 
observations, which there is no need to review here. 

Lobserve, in addition, that the nature of the body is such that whenever 
any part of it is moved by another part which is some distance away, it 
can always be moved in the same fashion by any of the parts which lie in 
between, even if the more distant part does nothing. For example, in a 
cord ABCD, if one end D is pulled so that the other end A moves, the 
exact same movement could have been brought about if one of the 
intermediate points B or C had been pulled, and D had not moved at all. 
In similar fashion, when | feel a pain in my foot, physiology tells me that 
this happens by means of nerves distributed throughout the foot, and 
that these nerves are like cords which go from the foot right up to the 
brain, When the nerves are pulled in the foot, they in turn pull on inner 
parts of the brain to which they are attached, and produce a certain 
motion in them; and nature has laid it down that this motion should 
produce in the mind a sensation of pain, as occurring in the foot. But 
since these nerves, in passing from the foot to the brain, must pass 
through the calf, the thigh, the lumbar region, the back and the neck, it 
can happen that, even if it is not the part in the foot but one of the 
intermediate parts which is being pulled, the same motion will occur in 
the brain as occurs when the foot is hurt, and so it will necessarily come 
about that the mind feels the same sensation of pain. And we must 
suppose the same thing happens with regard to any other sensation. 

My final observation is that any given movement occurring in the part 
of the brain that immediately affects the mind produces just one 
corresponding sensation; and hence the best system that could be devised 
is that it should produce the one sensation which, of ali possible 
sensations, is most especially and most frequently conducive to the 
preservation of the healthy man. And experience shows that the sensa- 
tlons which nature has given us are all of this kind; and so there is 
absolutely nothing to be found in them that does not bear witness to the 
power and goodness of God. For example, when the nerves in the foot 
are set in motion in a violent and unusual manner, this motion, by way of 
the spinal cord, reaches the inner parts of the brain, and there gives the 
mind its signal for having a certain sensation, namely the sensation of a 
pain as occurring in the foot. This stimulates the mind to do its best to get 
rid of the cause of the pain, which it takes to be harmful to the foot. It is 
true that God could have made the nature of man such that this 
particular motion in the brain indicated something else to the mind; it 
might, for example, have made the mind aware of the actual motion 
occurring in the brain, or in the foot, or in any of the intermediate 
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regions; or it might have indicated something else entirely. But there is 
nothing else which would have been so conducive to the continued 
well-being of the body. In the same way, when we need drink, there arises 
a certain dryness in the throat; this sets in motion the nerves of the 
throat, which in turn move the inner parts of the brain. This motion 
produces in the mind a sensation of thirst, because the most useful thing 
for us to know about the whole business is that we need drink in order to 
stay healthy. And so it is in the other cases, 

It is quite clear from all this that, notwithstanding the immense 
goodness of God, the nature of man as a combination of mind and body 
is such that it is bound to mislead him from time to time. For there may 
be some occurrence, not in the 
which the nerves travel in their route from the foot to the brain, or even 
in the brain itself; and if this cause produces the same motion which is 


and the origin of the motion in question is much more often going to be 
something which is hurting the foot, rather than something existing 
elsewhere. So it is reasonable that this motion should always indicate to 
the mind a pain in the foot rather than in any other part of the body. 
Again, dryness of the throat may sometimes arise not, as it normally 
does, from the fact that a drink is necessary to the health of the body, but 
from some quite Opposite cause, as happens in the case of the man with 
dropsy. Yet it is much better that it should mislead on this occasion than 
that it should always mislead when the body is in good health. And the 
same goes for the other cases. 

This consideration is the greatest help to me, not only for noticing all 
the errors to which my nature is liable, but also for enabling me to correct 
or avoid them without difficulty. For I know that in matters regarding the 
well-being of the body, all my senses report the truth much more 
frequently than not. Also, I can almost always make use of more than one 
sense to investigate the same thing; and in addition, I can use both my 
memory, which connects present experiences with preceding ones, and 
my intellect, which has by now examined all the causes of error, 
Accordingly, I should not have any further fears about the falsity of what 
my senses tell me every day; on the contrary, the exaggerated doubts of 
the last few days should be dismissed as laughable. This applies especially 
to the principal reason for doubt, namely my inability to distinguish be- 
tween being asleep and being awake. For I now notice that there is a vast 
difference between the two, in that dreams are never linked by memory 
with all the other actions of life as waking experiences are. If, while | am 
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awake, anyone were suddenly to appear to me and then disappear 
immediately, as happens in sleep, so that I could not see where he had 
come from or where he had gone to, it would not be unreasonable for me 
to judge that he was a ghost, or a vision created in my brain,' rather than 
a real man. But when I distinctly see where things come from and where 
and when they come to me, and when J can connect my perceptions of 
them with the whole of the rest of my life without a break, then | am 
guite certain that when I encounter these things I am not asleep but 
awake. And I ought not to have even the slightest doubt of their reality if, 
after calling upon all the senses as well as my memory and my intellect in 
order to check them, I receive no conflicting reports from any of these 
sources. For from the fact that God is not a deceiver it follows that in 
cases like these | am completely free from error. But since the pressure of 
things to be done does not always allow us to stop and make such a 
meticulous check, it must be admitted that in this human life we are often 
liable to make mistakes about particular things, and we must acknow- 
ledge the weakness of our nature. 


1‘... like those that are formed in the brain when | sleep’ (added in French version). 
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Translator’s preface 


As soon as he had completed the Meditations, Descartes began to 
circulate them among his friends, asking for comments and criticisms. He 
also sent the manuscript to Friar Marin Mersenne (1588~1648), his 
friend and principal correspondent, asking him to obtain further criti- 
cisms. He wrote to Mersenne in a letter of 28 January 1641: ‘I shall be 
glad if people make me as many objections as possible — and the strongest 
ones they can find. For I hope that in consequence the truth will stand out 
all the better.’ The resulting six sets of Objections (the first set collected 
by Descartes himself, the remainder by Mersenne) were published in 
Latin, together with Descartes? Replies, in the same volume as the frst 
(1641) edition of the Meditations. The second edition of the Medita- 
enth Set of Objections together 
ter to Dinet (all in Latin). The 
terms ‘Objections’ and ‘Replies’ were suggested by Descartes himself, 
who asked that his own comments should be called ‘Replies’ rather than 
‘Solutions’ in order to leave the reader to judge whether his replies 
contained solutions to the difficulties offered (letter to Mersenne, +8 
March 1641). 

The volume containing the French translation of the Meditations (by 
de Luynes), which appeared in 1647, also contained a French version of 
the first six sets of Objections and Replies by Descartes’ disciple Claude 
Clerselier (16r4~-8,4). Although it is frequently said that Descartes saw 
and approved of this translation, ' there is, as with the Meditations proper, 
no good case for preferring the French version to the original Latin 
which Descartes himself composed.’ It should also be remembered that 
all the objectors wrote in Latin, and had before them only the Latin text 
of the Meditations when they wrote. The present translation is therefore 
based entirely on the original Latin. 


1 Descartes visited Clerselier in 1644 and saw some of his work; he did not, however, wish 
the Fifth Set of Objections and Replies to be inchided in the translation (see Author’s 
Note, below p. 268). Clerselier’s version of the Seventh Set of Objections and Replies did 
not appear till after Descartes’ death, in the second French edition of 1661. 

2 See Translator’s preface to Meditations, above p, x, 
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The First Set of Objections is by a Catholic theologian from Holland, 
Johannes Caterus (Johan de Kater), who was priest in charge of the 
church of St Laurens at Alkmaar from 1632-56. Caterus had been asked 
to comment on the Meditations by two fellow priests who were friends of 
Descartes, Bannius and Bloemaert; and it is to these two intermediaries 
that both Caterus’ Objections and Descartes’ Replies are addressed. 
Descartes wrote to Mersenne on 24 December 1640 that Caterus himself 
wished to remain anonymous. 

The Second Set of Objections is simply attributed to ‘theologians and 
philosophers’ in the index to the first edition, but the French version of 
1647 announces that they were ‘collected by the Reverend Father 
Mersenne’. In fact they are largely the work of Mersenne himself. 

The Third Set of Objections (‘by a celebrated English philosopher’, 
says the 1647 edition) is by Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) who had fled 
to France, for political reasons, in 1640. Although many of Hobbes’ 
points are of considerable philosophical interest, Descartes’ cormments 
are mostly curt and dismissive in the extreme. 

The Fourth Set of Objections is by the French theologian and logician 
Antoine Arnauld (1612-94), who became Doctor of Theology at the 
Sorbonne in 1641. Both the Objections and Replies are addressed to 
Mersenne as intermediary, and the tone of both authors is courteous and 
respectful throughout. 

The Fifth Set of Objections is by the philosopher Pierre Gassendi 
(1592~1655). His comments are very lengthy and come near to being a 
paragraph by paragraph commentary on the Meditations. Gassendi’s 
tone is often acerbic, and Descartes frequently reacts with bristly 
defensiveness. For the further prolonged debate between Descartes and 
Gassendi which followed the publication of the Fifth Objections and 
Replies, see the Appendix, pages 268ff below. 

The Sixth Set of Objections was printed with no indication of the 
author in the first and second editions, and is described in the 1647 
French edition as being ‘by various theologians and philosophers’. The 
compiler, as in the case of the Second Objections, is Mersenne. 

The Seventh Set of Objections is by the Jesuit, Pierre Bourdin (1595- 
1653). Descartes had been eager to obtain the support of the Jesuits for 
his philosophy, but he was very disappointed with what he called ‘the 
quibbles of Father Bourdin’; he wrote to Mersenne ‘I have treated him as 
courteously as possible but I have never seen a paper so full of faults’ 
(letter of March 1642). Descartes’ Replies take the form of comments or 
annotations which are interspersed with Bourdin’s Objections. 

The Letter to Father Dinet, in which Descartes describes his reaction to 
Bourdin’s Objections, was printed at the end of the Seventh Set of 
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Objections and Replies in the second (1642) edition. Dinet was Bourdin’s 
Superior in the Jesuit order, and had taught Descartes at the College 
of La Fléche. An abridged version of the letter to Dinet is translated 
below; the Objections and Replies are translated in fall, 


NOTE ON TYPOGRAPHY AND QUOTATIONS 


The time-honoured practice in Presenting the Objections and Replies 
(one which goes back to the earliest editions) has been to use italic type 


cavalier about quotations, Paraphrasing and altering the syntax ro suit 
their purposes, Because of this, readers referring back to the Meditations 
should not always expect to find that quotations in the Objections and 
Replies correspond word for word with the relevant Passages in the 
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Objections raised by several men of learning against the 
preceding Meditations together with the author's Replies 


FIRST SET OF OBJECTIONS! 


Gentlemen, 

Observing your enthusiastic desire for me to make a detailed examina- 
tion of the writings of M. Descartes, | felt myself obliged, in this matter, 
to go along with the wishes of such very good friends. In complying with 
your request I hope to make you realize the great regard which I have for 
you, and also to establish the inadequacy of my own intellectual powers, 
so that in future you may show me a little more indulgence, if | require it, 
and not press me so hard if my performance here turns out to be 
inadequate. 

M. Descartes is in my judgement a man of the highest intellect and the 
utmost modesty — a man such as even Momus,” were he now with us, 
would approve of. ‘lam thinking’, he says, “therefore I exist; indeed, Lam 
thought itself - I am a mind.’ Granted, ‘But in virtue of.thinking, I 
possess within me ideas of. things, and in particular, an. idea ‘of .a 
remely perfect and infinite being.’ ‘True again. ‘However I am not the 
se lity; hence 
ngly there 
m. This 


s 
Cause of this idea, since 1 do not. measure up to its objective 
something more perfect than myself is its cause, and ace 
exists something besides myself, something more perfect than I 
i§ someosé who is not a being in any ordinary sense but who sim ply and 
without qualification. embraces the whole of being within himself, and is 
“as it were the ultimate original cause, as Dionysius? says in chapter eight 
of the Divina Nomina.’ 

But here | am forced to.stop for a while to avoid becomi 
s with its violen 
i] but then | withdraw it; Lam_ 


1 By Cater 
p. 64. 

2 in Greek mythology the personification of criticism and fault-finding. 

3 Dionysius the Areopagite, a fifth-century writer who sought to introduce certain 
neoplatonic elements into Christianity. 
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dntellect by m 


which adds nothing to the thin 


out any 
».and indeed Without the thing in 
a cause of something 
pty label, a non-entity? 


[have ideas, there is no cause for these ideas, let alone some cause which 
is greater than I am, or which is infinite. 

‘But if you do not grant that ideas have a cause, you must at least 
explain why a given idea contains such and such objective reality,’ 
Certainly; I do not normally stint my friends, 
possible. I take the same general view about all 
takes of a triangle. He Says: ‘even if perhaps no su 
ever existed, an where outside iny the ght, ther 
sree 


lecemeal, or, as they say, inadequately; 
And yet the mode of being by which a thing 
exists objectively in the intellect by way of an idea, imperfect though it 
may be, is certainly not nothing, and so it cannot come from nothing.” 
There is an equivocation here. if nothing is the same as an entity which 
does not actually exist, then this, since it is not actual, is nothing at all, 
and hence comes from nothing, that is, does i mM any cause, 
But if ‘nothing’ means something is laginary, or what they commonly cali 
¢ ntity’ then this is not ‘nothing’ but something real which 
1 Med. m1, above p. 28. 2 Med. v, above p. 45. 
3 A reference to Terence, Andria {, ti, where the slave Davus, on being asked a question, 


replies ‘I am Davus, not Oedipus’ (alluding to the fact that Oedipus alone was able ro 
solve the riddle of the Sphinx). 


4 Med. 111, above p. 29. 5 Lat. ens rationis, literally ‘entity of reason’, 
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of a being more p : € goes on: 
in that case, wo “detive my. ? From myself, presumably, or 
“from my parents or from others eté. Yet if | derived my existence from 
myself, then'l should neither doubt.nor want, nor lack anything at.all; for 
“Y should Have given myself all the perfections of which I have any idea, 
and thus | should myself be God.” But if | derive my existence from some 
other, then if I trace the series back | will eventually come to a being 
which derives its existence from itself; and so the argument here becomes 
the same as the argument based on the supposition that | derive my : 
existence from myself? This is exactly the same approach as that taken : 
by St Thomas: he called this way ‘the way based on the causality of the : 
efficient cause’? He took the argument from Aristotle, although neither : 
he nor Aristotle was bothered about the causes of ideas. And perhaps 
they had no need to be; for can I not take a much shorter and more direct 
line of argument? ‘I am thinking, therefore | exist; indeed, | am thought 
itself, 1am a mind. But this mind and thought derives its existence either 
from itself, or from another. If the latter, then we continue to repeat the 
m? And if 
For what 


with all things.’ 
95 | beg and beseech our author not to hide his meaning from a reader 
who, though perhaps less intelligent, is eager to follow. The phrase ‘from 
itself has two senses. in the first, positive, sense, it means ‘from itself as 
from a cause’. What derives existence from itself in this sense bestows its 
own existence on itself; so if by an act of premeditated choice it were to 
give itself what it desired, it would undoubtedly give itself all things, and 
so would be God. But in the second, negative sense, ‘from itself simply 
means ‘not from another’; and this, as far as | remember, is the way in 
which everyone takes the phrase. 
_But now, ifsomething derives its existence from itself in the sense.of 
‘not from another’, ve that this being embraces all things 
and’ is“infinite? This time I shall not listen if you say ‘If it deriyes | 
“existe rom itself it could easily have given i if all things.’ For it does 


Seer 


i Med. m, above p. 321. 2 Cf Med. 1, above p. 34. 
3 This is the second of Aquinas’ ‘Five Ways’: Summa Theologiae, Pars 1, Quaestio 2, art. 
3. Cf. Aristotle, Physics VII, 251ff, Metaphysics A, 10726. 
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not derive existence from itself as a cause, nor did it exist prior to itself so 
that Tf could” advance what it should subsequently be. Admit- 
rear ee. reat e egus ae. 
tedly, Tam sure f haye heard somewhere that Suarez follows: 
‘Every limitation proceeds from Some cause; therefore if something is 
MANIEE this is becatise its cause was either unable 6r unwilling 

greatness or perfection; and henéé if something 


ace from itself, and hot from some cause, it ig indeed 


do not entirely accept this, however. For what happens if the 

limitation arises from the thing’s internal constitutive principles, that is, 
from its essence or form? Remember that you have not yet proved this 
“essence to be infinite, even though the thing derives its existence from 
itself, in the sense of ‘not from another’. That which is hot, for example, 
if you suppose there to be such a thing, will be hot as opposed to cold in 
virtue of its internal constitutive Principles, and this will be true even if 
you imagine that its being what it is does not depend on anything else, } 
am sure that M. Descartes has plenty of arguments to support a thesis 
that others have not perhaps defended with sufficient clarity. 

At last ] find myself in agreement with the author, He has laid it down 
as a general rule that ‘everything of whic! am_clearly and distincely 
is a true entity’? Indeed, to go further: “whatever I think of is true’, 
ur boyhood onwards we have totally outlawed all chimeras 96 
and similar ‘conceptual entities’, No faculty can be diverted from its 
proper object. The will, if it moves at all, tends towards the good. Even 
the senses do not in themselves go astray: sight sees what it sees; the ears 
hear what they hear; and even if you see fool’s gold, there is nothing 
wrong with your vision. The error arises from your judgement, when you 
decide that what you see is gold. Hence M. Descartes most properly puts 
all error down to the judgement and the will. 
But n é this rul 


of nite being? Whar, 
well-worn maxim which is common kn 
is unknown?’ When | think of a chil 
confused re; i : 


the question obviously 
ny an renans I NREO Sate rie 
thought of in a distinct as opposed to a coi 
1 Francisco Suarez (1548-2617). Commentator on, and critic of, Aristotle; author of the 
Metaphysical Disputations. 
2 Ch Med. ut, above P. 24, and Med. v, above Pp. 45. 
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infinite perfections that make it up cannot be seen clearly ‘before the eyes’ 
as it were. 

This is perhaps what St Thomas meant when he denied that the 
proposition ‘God exists’ is self-evident.! He considers an objection to this 
put by Damascene: “The knowledge of the existence of God is paturaily 
> His 


someone is coming is not the same as to know Peter, even though it is 
Peter who is coming. He is in effect saying that God is known under some 
general conception, as an ultimate end or as the first and most perfect 
being, or even under the concept of that which includes all things in a 
confused and general manner; but he is not known in terms of the precise 
concept of his own proper essence, for in essence God is infinite and so 
unknown to us. | know that M. Descartes will have a ready answer to 
this line of questioning. Yet I trust that these objections, which | am 
putting forward purely for discussion, will remind him of the dictum of 
Boethius: ‘There are certain common conceptions of the mind which are 
self-evident only to the wise.’? Hence, it should be no surprise if those 
who desire to increase their wisdom ask many questions and spend rather 
a long time on these topics. For they know that these matters have been 
laid down as the fundamental basis of the whole subject; and if they are 
to understand them, intensive scrutiny is required. 


Let us then concede that someone does 3 possess clear and distinct idea 
ae 


from here? “You 
existence is so certain that q ought. to regard the 
bh at least the same level of certainty as | i have bith e fH 
‘ch hs of mathematics. Hence it is just as much of a contradictio 
‘to think of God (that is, a supremely perfect being) lacking existence (that 
is, lacking a perfection), as it is to think of a mountain without a valley. 
This is the lynchpin of the whole structure; to give in on this point is to be 
obliged to admit defeat. But since | am taking on an opponent whose 
strength is greater than my own, | should like to have a preliminary 
skirmish with him, so that, although I am sure to be beaten in the end, | 
may at least put off the inevitable for a while. 

1 know we are basing our argument on reason alone and not on 
appeals to authority. But to avoid giving the impression that 1 am wilfully 


1 Summa Theologiae, Pars 1, Q. 2, ait. 1. 2 Quoted by Aquinas, loc. cit. 
3 Med. v, above pp. 45f. 
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word “God”, it follows that he also e 


since the very concept or essence o 
greater can be conceived’ implies existe 
exists. M. Descartes’ conc} 


xists in reality’. In other words, 
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usion is the same: ‘From the ‘very fact that] 
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1 Loc. cit, In the Passage cited Aquinas is in fact criticizing St Anselm's version of the 
ontological argument, 


2 Above p. 46. 
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is something such that nothing greater can be thought of; and this premiss is 
denied by those who maintain that God does not exist. 

My own answer to M. Descartes, which is based on this passage, is 
briefly this. Even if it is granted that a supremely perfect being carries the 
implication of existerice in Virtue of its very title, it ll does not follow 
th stence in question is anything actual in the real y yrid; all that 
follows 1s that the concept of existence is inseparably Y 
concept of a supreme being. Se yo i infer that the existence of God 
is anything actual unless you suppos: 


Supreme being actually 
exists; for-then-ir-will actually “gontairnall perfections, includiag~ the 
‘perfection of real existe ie eae a ; 

Pardon me, gentlemen: I am now rather tired and propose to have a 
little fan. The complex ‘existing lion’ includes both ‘lion’ and ‘existence’, 
and it includes them essentially, for if you take away either element it will 
not be the same complex. But now, has not God had clear and distinct 
knowledge of this composite from all eternity? And does not the idea of 
this composite, as a composite, involve both elements essentially? In 
other words, does not existence belong to the essence of the composite 
‘existing lion’? Nevertheless the distinct knowledge of God, the distinct 
knowledge he has from eternity, does not compel either element in the 
composite to exist, unless we assume that the composite itself exists (in 
which case it will contain all its essential perfections including actual 
existence). Similarly even if { have distinct knowledge of a supreme being, 
and even if the supremely perfect being includes existence as an essential 
part of the concept, it still does not follow that the existence in question is 
anything actual, unless we suppose that the supreme being exists (for in 
that case it will include actual existence along with all its other 
perfections). Accordingly we must look elsewhere for a proof that the 
supremely perfect being exists. 

With regard to the essence of the soul and its distinction from the 
body, | have only a little to say. For I confess that our highly gifted author 
has already so exhausted me that I can hardly add one word more. His 
proof of the supposed distinction between the soul and the body appears 
to be based on the fact that the two can be distinctly conceived apart 
from each other. Here | refer the learned gentleman to Scotus, who says 
that for one object to be distinctly conceived apart from another, there 
need only be what he calls a formal and objec between 
rem [ ‘ “ti ‘pe-wiaintair 5 te between a real 
0 The distinction between God’s 
justice and his mercy is 0 “otus, “The for 
‘concepts of the two are distinct prior to any operation of the intellect, so 
that one is not the same as the other. Yet it does not follow that because 
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justice and mercy can be conceived apart from one another they can 
therefore exist apart.”! 

But I see that I have gone far beyond the normal limits of a letrer, 
These, gentlemen, are the matters which I thought needed to be raised on 
this subject, and I leave it to your judgement to pick out the more 
important points. If you take my side, then M. Descartes will easily be 
prevailed upon, out of friendship, not to think too badly of me for having 
contradicted him on a few points. But if you take his side, | shall submit 
and own myself beaten; indeed, [ shall be only foo happy to avoid a 
second defeat. And so I conclude with my good wishes to you both, 


i Duns Scotus, Opus Oxoniense 1. 8. 4 
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AUTHOR’S REPLIES TO THE FIRST SET OF 
OBJECTIONS 


Gentlemen,' 

You have indeed called up a mighty opponent to challenge me, and his 
intelligence and learning could well have caused me serious difficulty had 
he not been a good and kind theologian who preferred to befriend the 
cause of God, and its humble champion, rather than to mount a serious 
attack, But though it was extremely kind of him to pull his punches, it 
would not be so acceptable for me to keep up the pretence; and hence | 
would rather expose his carefully disguised assistance to me than answer 
him as if he were an adversary. 

First of all he summarizes my chief argument for proving the existence 
of God, thus helping to fix it all the more firmly in the reader’s memory. 
And after briefly conceding the claims which he considers to have been 
demonstrated with sufficient clarity, thereby adding the weight of his 
own authority to them, he raises the one question which gives rise to the 
most important difficulty, namely the question of what should be 
understood by the term ‘idea’ in this context, and of whether such an idea 
requires a cause of any sort. 

Now | wrote that an idea is the thing which is thought of in so far as it 
has objective being in the intellect.2 But to give me an opportunity of 
explaining these words more clearly the objector pretends to understand 
them in quite a different way from that in which I used them. ‘Objective 
being in the intellect’, he says, ‘is simply the determination of an act of 
the intellect by means of an object, and this is merely an extraneous label 
which adds nothing to the thing itself.’ Notice here that he is ceferring to 
the thing itself as if it were located outside the intellect, and in this sense 
‘objective being in the intellect’ is certainly an extraneous label; but I was 
speaking of the idea, which is never outside the intellect, and in this sense 
‘objective being’ simply means being in the intellect in the way in which 
objects are normally there. For example, if anyone asks what happens to 
the sun through its being objectively in my intellect, the best answer is 
that nothing happens to it beyond the application of an extraneous label 


1 For the addressees, see above p. 64. 2 Above pp. 66f; Cf. Med. m1, above pp. 28f. 
3 Above p. 67. 
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which does indeed ‘determine an act of the intellect by means of an 
object’. But if the question is about what the idea of the sun is, and we 
answer that it is the thing which is thought of, in so far as it has objective 
being in the intellect, no one will take this to be the sun itself with this 
extraneous label applied to it. ‘Objective being in the intellect’ will not 
here mean ‘the determination of an act of the intellect by means of an 
object’, but will signify the object’s being in the intellect in the way in 
which its objects are normally there. By this I mean that the idea of the 
sun is the sun itself existing in the intellect ~ not of course formally 
existing, as it does in the heavens, but objectively existing, i.e. in the way 
in which objects normally are in the intellect. Now this mode of being is 
of course much less perfect than that possessed by things which exist 
outside the intellect; but, as I did explain, it is not therefore simply 
nothing.' 

When the learned theologian says that there is an equivocation in what 
I say here,? he apparently means to remind me of the point I have just 
made, in case 1 should forget it. He says, first of all, thar when a thing 
exists in the intellect by means of an idea, it is not an actual entity, that is, 
it is not a being located outside the intellect; and this is quite true. Next 
he goes on to say that ‘it is not something fictitious or a conceptual entity 


but something real which is distinctly conceived’; here he concedes - 


everything which I have assumed. But he then adds ‘since it is merely 
conceived and is not actual’ — i.e. Since it is merely an idea, and not a 
thing located outside the intellect — ‘although it can be conceived it 


merely be conceived. For the Precise question being raised is what is the 
cause of its being conceived. Nor will it suffice to say that the intellect 
itself is the cause of the idea, in so far as it is the cause of its own 


contain such and such objective intricacy, it must derive it from some 

cause; and what applies to the objective intricacy belonging to this idea 

also applies to the objective reality belonging to the idea of God. Now 

admittedly there could be various causes of the intricacy contained in the 

idea of the machine. Perhaps the cause was a real machine of this design 
1 Med. m, above p.29. 2 Above p. 67. 
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which was seen on some previous occasion, thus producing an idea 
resembling the original. Or the cause might be an extensive knowledge of 
mechanics in the intellect of the person concerned, or perhaps a very 
subtle intelligence which enabled him to invent the idea without any 
previous knowledge. But notice that all the intricacy which is to be found 
merely objectively in the idea must necessarily be found, either formally 
or eminently,! in its cause, whatever this turns out to be. And the same 
must apply to the objective reality in the idea of God. Yet where can the 
corresponding reality be found, if not in a really existing God? But my 
shrewd critic sees all this quite well, and he therefore concedes that we 
can ask why a given idea contains such and such objective reality. His 
answer is that, in the case of all ideas, what 1 wrote in connection with 
the idea of a triangle holds good, namely that ‘even if perhaps a triangle 
does not exist anywhere, it still has a determinate nature or essence or 
form which is immutable and eternal’. And this, he says, does not require 
a cause. But he is well aware that this is not an adequate reply; for even if 
the nature of the triangle is immutable and eternal, it is still no less 
appropriate to ask why there is an idea of it within us. Hence he adds ‘If 
you insist on having an explanation, the answer lies in the imperfection 
of our intellect’, etc.? In making this reply he simply means, I think, that 
those who have tried to take a different view from mine on this issue have 
no plausible reply to make. For surely to claim that the imperfection of 
our intellect is the cause of our having the idea of God is as implausible as 
claiming that lack of experience in mechanics is the cause of our 
imagining some very intricate machine as opposed to a more imperfect 
one. On the contrary, if someone possesses the idea of a machine, and 
contained in the idea is every imaginable intricacy of design, then the 
correct inference is plainly that this idea originally came from some cause 
in which every imaginable intricacy really did exist, even though the 
intricacy now has only objective existence in the idea. By the same token, 
since we have within us the idea of God, and contained in the idea is 
every perfection that can be thought of, the absolutely evident inference 
is that this idea depends on some cause in which all chis perfection is 
indeed to be found, namely a really existing God. The latter inference 
would not present any more problems than the former, were it not the 
case that we all have the same ability to conceive of the idea of God, 
whereas everyone is not equally experienced in mechanics, and so not 
everyone can have an idea of a very intricate machine. Because the idea of 
God is implanted in the same way in the minds of all, we do not notice it 
coming into our minds from any external source, and so we suppose it 
belongs to the nature of our own intellect. This is correct enough, but we 


1 See above p. 28, note 2, 2 Above p. 67. 
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forget something else which is 4 most important consideration — indeed 
one on which the entire luminous power of the argument depends — 
namely thar this ability to have within us the idea of God could not 


belong to our intellect if the intellect were simply a finite entity (as indeed 106 


it is) and did not have God as its cause, Hence I went on to inquire 
‘whether I could exist if God did not exist’.! But my purpose here was not 
to produce a different proof from the preceding one, but rather to take 
the same proof and provide a more thorough explanation of it. 


account of what I have written myself, 


Firstly, then, I did not base my argument on the fact that I observed 
there to be an order or succession of efficient causes among the objects 
perceived by the senses, For one thing, I regarded the existence of God as 
much more evident than the existence of anything that can be perceived 
by the senses; and for another thing, I did not think that such a 
succession of causes could lead me anywhere except to a recognition of _ 
the imperfection of my intellect, since an infinite chain of such successive 
causes from eternity without any first cause is beyond my grasp. And my 
inability to grasp it certainly does not entail that there must be a first 
cause, any more than my inability to grasp the infinite number of 
divisions in a finite quantity entails that there is an ultimate division 
beyond which any further division is impossible. All that follows is that 


my intellect, which is finite, does not encompass the infinite. Hence | 107 


anything else could possibly be. And the question I asked concerning 
myself was not what was the cause that originally produced me, but what 


is the cause that preserves me at present. In this way I aimed to escape the 
whole issue of the succession of causes, 


Next, in inquiring about what caused me, I was asking about myself, 
hot in so far as I consist of mind and body, but only and precisely in so 
far as I am a thinking thing, This Point is, I think, of considerable 
relevance. For such a procedure made it much easier for me to free myself 


myself questions, and to affirm with certainty that there can be nothing 
within me of which I am not in some way aware. This is plainly a quite 
z Above pp. 324. 
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different approach from observing that my father begot me, inferring that 
my grandfather begot my father, and in view of the impossibility of going 
on ad infinitum in the search for parents of parents, bringing the inquiry 
to a close by deciding that there is a first cause. 

Moreover, in inquiring about what caused me | was not simply asking 
about myself as a thinking thing; principally and most importantly | was 
asking about myself in so far as I observe, amongst my other thoughts, 
that there is within me the idea of a supremely perfect being. The whole 
force of my proof depends on this one fact. For, firstly, this idea contains 
the essence of God, at least in so far as 1 am capable of understanding it; 
and according to the laws of true logic, we must never ask about the 
existence of anything until we first understand its essence.’ Secondly, it is 
this idea which provides me with the opportunity of inquiring whether { 
derive my existence from myself, or from another, and of recognizing my 
defects. And, lastly, it is this same idea which shows me not just that | 
have a cause, but that this cause contains every perfection, and hence that 
it is God. 

Finally, i did not say that it was impossible for something to be the 
efficient cause of itself. This is obviously the case when the term ‘efficient’ 
is taken to apply only to causes which are prior in time to their effects, or 
different from them. But such a restriction does not seem appropriate in 
the present context. First, it would make the question trivial, since 
everyone knows that something cannot be prior to, or distinct from, 
itself. Secondly, the natural light does not establish that the concept of an 
efficient cause requires that it be prior in time to its effect. On the 
contrary, the concept of a cause is, strictly speaking, applicable only for 
as long as the cause is producing its effect, and so it is not prior to it. 
However, the light of nature does establish that if anything exists we may 
always ask why it exists; that is, we may inquire into its efficient cause, 
or, if it does not have one, we may demand why it does not need one. 
Hence, if I thought that nothing could possibly have the same relation to 
itself as an efficient cause has to its effect, I should certainly not conclude 
that there was a first cause. On the contrary, | should go on to ask for the 
cause of the so-called ‘first’ cause, and thus I would never reach anything 
which was the first cause of everything else. However, I do readily admit 
that there can exist something which possesses such great and inexhausti- 
ble power that it never required the assistance of anything else in order to 
exist in the first place, and does not now require any assistance for its 
preservation, so that it is, in a sense, its own cause; and I understand God 
to be such a being. Now I regard the divisions of time as being separable 
from each other, so that the fact that 1 now exist does not imply that I 


1 Literally: ‘we must never ask if it is (a est) until we first understand what it is (quid est)’. 
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shall continue ‘to exist in a little while unless there is a cause which, as it 
were, creates me afresh at each moment of time, Hence, even if | had 
existed from eternity, and thus nothing had existed Prior to myself, I 
should have no hesitation in calling the cause which Preserves me an 
‘efficient’ cause, By the same token, although God has always existed, 
since it is he who in fact Preserves himself, it seems not too inappropriate 
to call him ‘the cause of himself’. It should however be noted that 
‘preservation’ here must not be understood to be the kind of preservation 
that comes about by the positive j 
implied is that the essence of God is such that he rust always exist, 
These considerations make it easy for me to answer the point about the 
ambiguity in the phrase ‘from itself which, as the learned theologian has 
reminded me, needs to be explained. There are some who attend only to 


is impossible for anything to be the cause of itself. They do not see that 
there is any place for another kind of cause analogous to an efficient 
cause, and hence when they say that something derives its existence ‘from 


any positive reason, but merely arises in a negative way from our 
ignorance of any cause. Yet this is a kind of imperfection in us, as we will 
easily see if we consider the following. The Separate divisions of time do 
not depend on each other; hence the fact that the body in question is 
supposed to have existed up till now ‘from itself’, that is, without a cause, 
is not sufficient to make it continue to exist in future, unless there is some 


into the cause of God’s existing or continuing to exist, and we attend to 
the immense and incomprehensible Power that is contained within the 
idea of God, then we will have recognized that this power is so 
exceedingly great that it is plainly the cause of his continuing existence, 
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and nothing but this can be the cause. And if we say as a result that God 
derives his existence from himself, we will not be using the phrase in its 
negative sense but in an absolutely positive sense. There is no need to say 
that God is the efficient cause of himself, for this might give rise to a 
yerbal dispute. But the fact that God derives his existence from himself, 
or has no cause apart from himself, depends not on nothing but on the 
real immensity of his power; hence, when we perceive this, we are quite 
entitled to think that in a sense he stands in the same relation to himself 
as an efficient cause does to its effect, and hence that he derives his 
existence from himself in the positive sense. And each one of us may ask 
himself whether he derives his existence from himself in this same sense. 
Since he will find no power within himself which suffices to preserve him 
even for one moment of time, he will be right to conclude that he derives 
his existence from another being, and indeed that this other being derives 
its existence from itself (there is no possibility of an infinite regress here, 
since the question concerns the present, not the past or the future). 
Indeed, I will now add something which I have not put down in writing 
before, namely that the cause we arrive at cannot merely be a secondary 
cause; for a cause which possesses such great power that it can preserve 
something situated outside itself must, a fortiori, preserve itself by its 
own power, and hence derive its existence from itself. 

As for the dictum ‘Every limitation proceeds from some cause’,' | think 
that what is meant here is something true, but that it is inappropriately 
expressed, and that the underlying difficulty is not solved. Strictly speak- 
ing, a limitation is merely a negation or denial of any further perfection, 
and such a negation does not proceed from a cause, though the thing 
itself which is so limited does. But even if it is true that everything which 
is limited proceeds from a cause, this is not self-evident and needs to be 
proved from other premisses. For, as the subtle theologian points out, a 
thing can be regarded as limited in various ways; for example, it can be 
limited because this is part of its nature, just as it belongs to the nature of 
a triangle that it consists of no more than three lines. What does seem to 
me self-evident is that whatever exists either derives its existence from a 
cause or derives its existence from itself as from a cause. For since we 
understand not only what is meant by existence but also what is meant 
by its negation, it is impossible for us to imagine anything deriving 
existence from itself without there being some reason why it should exist 
rather than not exist. So in such a case we are bound to interpret ‘from 
itself in a causal sense, because of the superabundance of power involved 
— a superabundance which, as is very easily demonstrated, can exist in 
God alone. 

1 Above p. 69. 
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My opponent goes on to grant me a principle’ which, though it does 
not admit of any doubt, commonly receives very little attention. But so 
great is its importance for rescuing the whole of philosophy from 
darkness that, by adding the weight of his authority to it, he has greatly 
helped me in my enterprise, 

At this point, however, he shrewdly asks whether I am ‘clearly and 
distinctly aware of the infinite’.2 } did try to anticipate this objection, but 
it is one which occurs so spontaneously to everyone that it is worthwhile 
replying to it at some length. So let me say first of all that the infinite, qua 
infinite, can in no way be grasped. But it can still be understood,} in so far 
as we can clearly and distinctly understand that something is such that no 
limitations can be found in it, and this amounts to understanding clearly 
that it is infinite. 

Now I make a distinction here between the indefinite and the infinite. 1 
apply the term ‘infinite’, in the strict sense, only to that in which no limits 
of any kind can be found; and in this sense God alone is infinite. But in 
cases like the extension of imaginary space, or the set of numbers, or the 
divisibility of the parts of a quantity, there is merely some respect in 
which I do not recognize a limit; so here I use the term ‘indefinite’ rather 
than ‘infinite’, because these items are not limitless in every respect. 

Moreover, I distinguish between the formal concept of the infinite, or 
‘infinity’, and the thing which is infinite. In the case of infinity, even if we 
understand it to be positive in the highest degree, nevertheless our way of 
understanding it is negative, because it depends on our not noticing any 
limitation in the thing. But in the case of the thing itself which is infinite, 
although our understanding is Positive, it is not adequate, that is to say, 
we do not have a complete grasp of everything in it that is capable of 
being understood. When we look at the sea, our vision does not 
encompass its entirety, nor do we measure out its enormous vastness; but 
we ate still said to ‘see’ it. In fact if we look from a distance so that our 
vision almost covers the entire sea at one time, we see it only in a 
confused manner, just as we have a confused picture of a chiliagon when 
we take in all its sides at once. But if we fx our gaze on some part of the 
sea at close quarters, then our view can be clear and distinct, just as our 
Picture of a chiliagon can be, if it is confined to one or two of the sides. In 
the same way, God cannot be taken in by the human mind, and I admit 
this, along with all theologians. Moreover, God cannot be distinctly 
known by those who look from a distance as it were, and try to make 
their minds encompass his entirety all at once. This is the sense in which 
1 ‘Everything of which Lam clearly and distinctly aware is a true entity’; above p. 69. 


2 Ibid, 
3 See footnote 1, above p. 32. 
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St Thomas says, in the passage quoted, that the knowledge of God is 
within us ‘in a somewhat confused manner’.! But those who try to attend 
to God’s individual perfections and try not so much to take hold of them 
as to surrender to them, using all the strength of their intellect to 
contemplate them, will certainly find that God provides much more 
ample and straightforward subject-matter for clear and distinct know- 
ledge than does any created thing. 

St Thomas did not deny this in the passage quoted, as is clear from the 
fact that in the following article he insists that the existence of God is 
demonstrable.2 But when I said that God can be clearly and distinctly 
known, I was referring merely to knowledge of the finite kind just 
described, which corresponds to the small capacity of our minds. Indeed 
there was no need to construe it in any other way in order to establish the 
truth of the claims I made, as will be readily apparent if one recalls that I 
made the statement about clear and distinct knowledge of God in only 
two places. The first was where the question arose as to whether the idea 
which we form of God contains something real or only the negation of 
the real (as, for example, the idea of cold contains no more than the 
negation of heat) — a point on which there can be no doubt.) And the 
second place was where I asserted that existence belongs to the concept 
of a supremely perfect being just as much as three sides belong to the 
concept of a triangle;* and this point can be understood without 
adequate knowledge of God. 

The author of the objections here again compares one of my arguments 
with one of St Thomas’,’ thus as it were forcing me to explain how one 
argument can have any greater force than the other. I think I can do this 
without too much unpleasantness. For, first, St Thomas did not use the 
argument which he then puts forward as an objection to his own position 
conclusion as I do; and lastly, on this issue | do not differ from the 
Angelic Doctor in any respect. St Thomas asks whether the existence of 
God is self-evident as far as we are concerned, that is, whether it is 
obvious to everyone; and he answers, correctly, that it is not. The 
argument which he then puts forward as an objection to his own position 
can be stated as follows. ‘Once we have understood the meaning of the 
word “God”, we understand it to mean “that than which nothing greater 
can be conceived”, But to exist in reality as well as in the intellect is 
greater than to exist in the intellect alone. Therefore, once we have 
understood the meaning of the word “God” we understand that God 
exists in reality as well as in the understanding.’ In this form the 
argument is manifestly invalid, for the only conclusion that should have 


x Above p. 70. 2 Summa Theologiae, Pars 1, Q. 2, art. 2. 3 Med. 11, above p. 31. 


4 Med. v, above p. 45. 5 Above pp. 71ff. 
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been drawn is: ‘Therefore, once we have understood the meaning of the 
word “God” we understand that what is conveyed is that God exists in 
reality as well as in the understanding.’ Yet because a word conveys 
something, that thing is not therefore shown to be true. My argument 
however was as follows: ‘That which we clearly and distinctly understand 
to belong to the true and immutable nature, or essence, or form of 
something, can truly be asserted of that thing. But once we have made a 
sufficiently careful investigation of what God is, we clearly and distinetly 
understand that existence belongs to his true and immutable nature. 
Hence we can now truly assert of God that he does exist.’ Here at least 
the conclusion does follow from the premisses. But, what is more, the 
major premiss cannot be denied, because it has already been conceded 
that whatever we clearly and distinctly understand is true. Hence only the 
minor premiss remains, and here 1 confess that there is considerable 
difficulty. In the first place we are so accustomed to distinguishing 
existence from essence in the case of all other things that we fail to notice 

how closely existence belongs to essence in the case of God as compared 

with that of other things. Next, we do not distinguish what belongs to the 

true and immutable essence of a thing from what is attributed to it merely 

by a fiction of the intellect. So, even if we observe clearly enough that 

existence belongs to the essence of God, we do not draw the conclusion 


that God exists, because we do not know whether his essence is ° 


immutable and true, or merely invented by us. 

But to remove the first part of the difficulty we must distinguish 
between possible and necessary existence. [t must be noted that possible 
existence is contained in the concept or idea of everything that we clearly 
and distinctly understand; but in no case is necessary existence so 
contained, except in the case of the idea of God. Those who carefully 
attend to this difference between the idea of God and every other idea 
will undoubtedly perceive that even though our understanding of other 
things always involves understanding them as if they were existing 
things, it does not follow that they do exist, but merely that they are 
capable of existing, For our understanding does not show us that it is 
necessary for actual existence to be conjoined with their other properties. 
But, from the fact that we understand that actual existence is necessarily 
and always conjoined with the other attributes of God, it certainly does 
follow that God exists. ‘ 

To remove the second part of the difficulty, we must notice a point 
about ideas which do not contain true and immutable natures but 
merely ones which are invented and put together by the intellect. Such 
ideas can always be split up by the same intellect, not simply by an 
abstraction but by a clear and distinct intellectual operation, so that any 
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ideas which the intellect cannot split up in this way were clearly not put 
together by the intellect. When, for example, | think of a winged horse or 
an actually existing lion, or a triangle inscribed in a square, I readily 
understand that 1 am also able to think of a horse without wings, or a 
lion which does not exist, or a triangle apart from a squate, and so on; 
hence these things do not have true and immutable natures. But if 1 think 
of a triangle or a square (I will not now include the lion or the horse, 
since their natures are not transparently clear to us), then whatever | 
apprehend as being contained in the idea of a triangle — for example that 
its three angles are equal to two right angles — I can with truth assert of 
the triangle. And the same applies to the square with respect to whatever 
| apprehend as being contained in the idea of a square. For even if I can 
understand what a triangle is if | abstract the fact that its three angles are 
equal to two right angles, 1 cannot deny that this property applies to the 
triangle by a clear and distinct intellectual operation — that is, while at the 
same time understanding what I mean by my denial. Moreover, if | 
consider a triangle inscribed in a square, with a view not to attributing to 
the square properties that belong only to the triangle, or attributing to 
the triangle properties that belong to the square, but with a view to 
examining only the properties which arise out of the conjunction of the 
two, then the nature of this composite will be just as true and immutable 
as the nature of the triangle alone or the square alone. And hence it will 
be quite in order to maintain that the square is not less than double the 
area of the triangle inscribed within it, and to affirm other similar 
properties that belong to the nature of this composite figure. 

But if | were to think that the idea of a supremely perfect body 
contained existence, on the grounds that it is a greater perfection to exist 
both in reality and in the intellect than it is to exist in the intellect alone, | 
could not infer from this that the supremely perfect body exists, but only 
that it is capable of existing. For | can see quite well that this idea has 
been put together by my own intellect which has linked together all 
bodily perfections; and existence does not arise out of the other bodily 
perfections because it can equally well be affirmed or denied of them. 
Indeed, when I examine the idea of a body, I perceive that a body has no 
power to create itself or maintain itself in existence; and I rightly 
conclude that necessary existence — and it is only necessary existence that 
is at issue here — no more belongs to the nature of a body, however 
perfect, than it belongs to the nature of a mountain to be without a 
valley, or to the nature of a triangle to have angles whose sum is greater 
than two right angles. But instead of a body, let us now take a thing — 
whatever this thing turns out to be — which possesses all the perfections 
which can exist together. If we ask whether existence should be included 


First Set of Replies 85 


among these perfections, we will admittedly be in some doubt at first. For 
our mind, which is finite, normally thinks of these perfections only 
separately, and hence may not immediately notice the necessity of their 
being joined together. Yer if We attentively examine whether existence 
belongs to a supremely powerful being, and what sort of existence it is, 
we shall be able to perceive clearly and distinctly the following facts, 


think of its existence as possible without also recognizing that it can exist 
by its own power; and we shall infer from this that this being does really 
exist and has existed from eternity, since it is quite evident by the natural 


supremely powerful being, not by any fiction of the intellect, but because 
it belongs to the true and immutable nature of such a being that it-exists, 
And we shall also easily perceive that this supremely powerful being 
cannot but possess within it all the other perfections thar are contained in 
the idea of God: and hence these perfections exist in God and are joined 
together not by any fiction of the intellect but by their very nature, : 
All this is manifest if we give the matter our careful attention; and it 
does not differ from anything I have written before, except for the 


of argument which may easily be regarded as a sophism by those who do 
net keep in mind all the elements which make up the proof. For this 


have doubts about the rest of my reasoning. But there are only two ways 
of proving the existence of God, one by means of his effects, and the 
other by means of his nature or essence; and since I expounded the first 
method to the best of my ability in the Third Meditation, } thought that] 
should include the second method later on. 

As to the ‘formal’ distinction which the learned theologian introduces 
on the authority of Scotus,! let me say briefly that this kind of distinction 
does not differ from a modal distinction;? moreover, it applies only to 
incomplete entities, which I have carefully distinguished from complete 
entities. It is sufficient for this kind of distinction that one thing be 
1 Above p. 72. 


2 For a more precise account of the types of distinction discussed here see Principles, Part 
I, art. 60-2: vol. 1, pp, 213 ff, 
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conceived distinctly and separately from another by an abstraction of the 
intellect which conceives the thing inadequately. It is not necessary to 
have such a distinct and separate conception of each thing that we can 
understand it as an entity in its own right, different from everything else; 
for this to be the case the distinction involved must be a real one. For 
example, the distinction between the motion and shape of a given body is 
a formal distinction. | can very well understand the motion apart from 
the shape, and vice versa, and I can understand either in abstraction from 
the body. But I cannot have a complete understanding of the motion 
apart from the thing in which motion occurs, or of the shape apart from 
the thing which has the shape; and I cannot imagine there to be motion in 
something which is incapable of possessing shape, or shape in something 
which is incapable of motion. In the same way, | cannot understand 
justice apart from the person who is just, or mercy apart from the person 
who is merciful; and I am not at liberty to imagine that the same person 
who is just is incapable of mercy. By contrast, I have a complete 
understanding of what a body is when I think that it is merely something 
having extension, shape and motion, and | deny that it has anything 
which belongs to the nature of a mind. Conversely, 1 understand the 
mind to be a complete thing, which doubts, understands, wills, and so 
on, even though I deny that it has any of the attributes which are 
contained in the idea of a body. This would be quite impossible if there 
were not a real distinction between the mind and the body. 

These, gentlemen, are the points which I thought needed to be made in 
reply to your friend’s very kind and extremely intelligent comments. If 
what I have said is inadequate, I ask your friend to let me know of any 
omissions or mistakes; and if you can prevail on him to do this for me, I 
shall regard it as a great service. 


SECOND SET OF OBJECTIONS! 


Sir, 

The task of defending the Author of all things against a new race of 
giants,? and of demonstrating his existence, is one which you have 
undertaken with such great success that from now on men of good will 
can hope that no one who carefully reads your Meditations will fail to 
acknowledge the existence of an eternal power on whom every single 
thing depends. We therefore wanted to draw your attention to various 
Passages, which are indicated below, and ask you to clarify them, so that, 
as far as possible, there may be nothing left in your work which is not 
clearly demonstrated. You have trained your mind by continua! medita- 
tions for several years, so that what seems doubtful and very obscure to 
others is quite clear to you; indeed, you may have a clear mental intuition 
of these matters and perceive them as the Primary and principal objects 
of the natural light. We are simply pointing out the issues on which it 
seems worthwhile to burden you with the task of providing a clearer and 
more extended explanation and demonstration. You have embarked on 
your arguments for the greater glory of God and the immense benefit of 
mankind and, once you have done what we ask, there will scarcely be 
anyone left who can deny that they do indeed have the force of 
demonstrations. 

First, then, may we remind you that your vigorous rejection of the 
images of all bodies as delusive was not something you actually and 
really carried through, but was merely a fiction of the mind, enab- 
ling you to draw the conclusion that you were exclusively a thinking 
thing. We point this out in case you should perhaps suppose that it is 
possible to go on to draw the conclusion that you are in fact nothing 
more than a mind, or thought, or a thinking thing. And we make the 
point solely in connection with the first two Meditations, in which you 
clearly show that, if nothing else, it is certain that you, who are thinking, 
exist. But let us pause a little here, The position so far is that you 
recognize that you are a thinking thing, bur you do not know what this 


1 Compiled by Mersenne. See Translator’s preface, above p. 64. 
2 In Greek mythology the Giants rebelled against the Gods. 
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thinking thing is. What if it turned out to be a body which, by its various 
motions and encounters, produces what we call thought? Although you 
think you have ruled out every kind of body, you could have been 
mistaken here, since you did not exclude yourself, and you may be a 
body. How do you demonstrate that a body is incapable of thinking, or 
that corporeal motions are not in fact thought? The whole system of your 
body, which you think you have excluded, or else some of its parts — for 
example those which make up the brain - may combine to produce the 
motions which we call thoughts. You say ‘l am a thinking thing’; but 
how do you know that you are not corporeal motion, or a body which is 
in motion? 

Secondly, from the idea of a supreme being, which you maintain is 
quite incapable of originating from you, you venture to infer that there 
must necessarily exist a supreme being who alone can be the origin of this 
idea which appears in your mind.' However, we can find simply within 
ourselves a sufficient basis for our ability to form the said idea, even 
supposing that the supreme being did not exist, or that we did not know 
that he exists and never thought about his existing. For surely I can see 
that, in so far as I think, I have some degree of perfection, and hence that 
others besides myself have a similar degree of perfection. And this gives 
me the basis for thinking of an indefinite number of degrees and thus 
positing higher and higher degrees of perfection up to infinity. Even if 
there were just one degree of heat ox light, I could always imagine further 
degrees and continue the process of addition up to infinity. In the same 
way, I can surely take a given degree of being, which | perceive within 
myself, and add on a further degree, and thus construct the idea of a 
perfect being from all the degrees which are capable of being added on. 
You say, however, that an effect cannot possess any degree of reality or 
perfection that was not previously present in the cause. But we see that 
flies and other animals, and also plants, are produced from sun and rain 
and earth, which lack life. Now life is something nobler than any merely 
corporeal grade of being; and hence it does happen that an effect may 
derive from its cause some reality which is nevertheless not present in the 
cause. But leaving this aside, the idea of a perfect being is nothing more 
than a conceptual entity, which has no more nobility than your own 
mind which is thinking. Moreover, if you had not grown up among 
educated people, but had spent your entire life alone in some deserted 
spot, how do you know that the idea would have come to you? You 
derived this idea from earlier preconceptions, or from books or from 
discussion with friends and so on, and not simply from your mind or 
from an existing supreme being. So a clearer proof needs to be provided 


1 Cf. Med. 11, above pp. 28-31. 
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that this idea could not be present within you if a supreme being did not 
exist; and when you have Provided it, we shall all surrender. However, 
the fact that the natives of Canada, the Hurons and other primitive 
peoples, have no awareness of any idea of this sort seems to establish that 
the idea does come from previously held notions. It is even possible for 
you to form the idea from a Previous examination of corporeal things, so 
that your idea would refer to nothing but this corporeal world, which 
includes every kind of perfection that can be thought of by you. In that 
case you could not infer the existence of anything beyond an utterly 
perfect corporeal being, unless you were to add something further which 
lifes us up to an incorporeal or spiritual plane. We may add that you can 
form the idea of an angel just as you can form the idea of a supremely 
perfect being; but this idea is hot produced in you by an angel, although 
the angel is more perfect than you, Burt in fact you do not have the idea of 
God, just as you do not have the idea of an infinite number or an infinite 
line (even if you may have the idea, the number is still impossible). 
Moreover, the idea of the unity and simplicity of one perfection that 
includes all others arises merely from an operation of the reasoning 
intellect, in the same way as those universal unities which do not exist in 
reality but merely in the intellect (as can be seen in the case of generic 
unity, transcendental unity, and so on). 

Thirdly, you are not yet certain of the existence of God, and you say 
that you are not certain of anything, and cannot know anything clearly 
and distinctly until you have achieved clear and certain knowledge of the 
existence of God.! It follows from this that you do not yet clearly and 
distinctly know that you are a thinking thing, since, on your own 
admission, that knowledge depends on the clear knowledge of an existing 
God; and this you have not yet proved in the passage where you draw the 


Moreover, an atheist is clearly and distinctly aware that the three 
angles of a triangle are equal to two right angles; but so far is he from 
supposing the existence of God that he completely denies it, According to 
the atheist, if God existed there would be a supreme being and a supreme 
good; that is to say, the infinite would exist. But the infnite in every 
category of perfection excludes everything else whatsoever — every kind 
of being and goodness, as well as every kind of non-being and evil. Yet in 
fact there are many kinds of being and goodness, and many kinds of 
non-being and evil. We think you should deal with this objection, so that 
the impious have no arguments left to put forward, 

Fourthly, you say that God cannot lie or deceive. Yet there are some 


x CE Med. 1, above B. 25; Med. v, above p. 48. 
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schoolmen who say he can. Gabriel, for example, and Ariminensis,! 
among others, think that in the absolute sense God does lie, that is, 
communicate to men things which are opposed to his intentions and 
decrees. Thus he unconditionally said to the people of Nineveh, through 
the prophet, “Yet forty days and Nineveh shall be destroyed.’ And he said 
many other things which certainly did not occur, because he did not 
mean his words to correspond to his intentions or decrees. Now if God 
hardened Pharaoh’s heart and blinded his eyes, and if he sent upon his 
prophets the spirit of untruthfulness, how do you conclude that we 
cannot be deceived by him? Cannot God treat men as a doctor treats the 
sick, or a father his children? In both these cases there is frequent 
deception though it is always employed beneficially and with wisdom. 
For if God were to show us the pure truth, what eye, what mental vision, 
could endure it? 

It is not, however, necessary to suppose that God is a deceiver in order 
to explain your being deceived about matters which you think you clearly 
and distinctly know. The cause of this deception could lie in you, though 
you are wholly unaware of it. Why should it not be in your nature to be 
subject to constant — or at least very frequent — deception? How can you 
establish with certainty that you are not deceived, or capable of being 
deceived, in matters which you think you know clearly and distinctly? 
Have we not often seen people turn out to have been deceived in matters 
where they thought their knowledge was as clear as the sunlight? Your 
principle of clear and distinct knowledge thus requires a clear and 
distinct explanation, in such a way as to rule out the possibility that 
anyone of sound mind may be deceived on matters which he thinks he 
knows clearly and distinctly. Failing this, we do not see that any degree 
of certainty can possibly be within your reach or that of mankind in 
general. 

Fifthly, if the will never goes astray or falls into sin so long as it is 
guided by the mind’s clear and distinct knowledge, and if it exposes itself 
to danger by following a conception of the intellect which is wholly 
lacking in clarity and distinctness, then note what follows from this. A 
Turk, or any other unbeliever, not only does not sin in refusing to 
embrace the Christian religion, but what is more, he sins if he does 

“embrace it, since he does not possess clear and distinct knowledge of its 
truth. Indeed, if this rule of yours is true, then there is almost nothing that 
the will is going to be allowed to embrace, since there is almost nothing 
that we know with the clarity and distinctness which you require for that 


127 kind of certainty which is beyond any doubt. So you see how, in your 
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desire to champion the truth, you may end UP Proving too much, and 
thus overturn the truth rather than build it up. 

Sixthly, in your reply to the First Set of Objections, you appear to go 
astray in one of your arguments, which you put as follows: ‘That which 
we clearly and distinctly understand to belong to the true and immutable 
nature... of a thing can be truly asserted of that thing. But once we have 


in fact exists, but merely that he would have to exist if his nature is 
possible, or non-contradictory. In other words, the nature or essence of 
God cannot be conceived apart from existence; hence, granted the 
essence, God really exists. This comes down to an argument which others 
have stated as follows: ‘If there is no contradiction in God’s existing, it is 
certain that he exists; but there is nO contradiction in his existing.’ The 
difficulty here is with the minor premiss ‘but there is no contradiction in 
his existing’: those who attack the argument either claim to doubt the 
truth of this Premiss, or deny it outright, Moreover, the phrase in your 


utterly inadequate manner? How then can you have ‘made a sufficiently 
clear and distinct investigation of what God is’? 

Seventhly, you say not one word about the immortality of the human 
mind. Yet this is something you should have taken special care to prove 
and demonstrate, to counter those people, themselves unworthy of 
immortality, who utterly deny and even perhaps despise it, What is more, 
you do not yet appear to have provided an adequate proof of the fact that 


incorruptible or immortal. What if its nature were limited by the 
duration of the life of the body, and God had endowed it with just so 
much strength and existence as to ensure that it came to an end with the 
death of the body? 
These, Sir, are the points which we wanted you to clarify, so as to 
t Above p, 83. 
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enable everyone to derive the utmost benefit from reading your Medita- 
tions, which are argued with great subtlety and are also, in our opinion, 
true. And after giving your solutions to these difficulties it would be 
worthwhile if you set out the entire argument in geometrical fashion, 
starting from a number of definitions, postulates and axioms. You are 
highly experienced in employing this method, and it would enable you to 
fill the mind of each reader so that he could see everything as it were at a 
single glance, and be permeated with awareness of the divine power. 


AUTHOR'S REPLIES TO THE SECOND SET OF 
OBJECTIONS 


Gentlemen, 


goodwill towards me and your piety towards God and zeal to further his r29 


glory. And I cannot but be very happy, not only because you have 
thought my arguments worthy of examination, but also because [think] 
can give you a reasonably adequate teply to all the criticisms that you 


First, you warn me to remember that my rejection of the images of 
bodies as delusive was not something | actually and really carried 


conclusion that I was a thinking thing; and I should not suppose that ir 
followed from this that I was in fact nothing more than a mind.’ Bur | 
already showed that I was quite well aware of this in the Second 
Meditation, where | said “Yet may it not perhaps be the case that these 


unknown to me, are in reality identical with the “I” of which Tam aware? 
Ido not know, and for the moment I shall not argue the point.” Here | 
wanted to give the reader an express warning that at that stage I was not 


cannot without qualification admit your subsequent point that ‘I do not 
yet know what a thinking thing is.’ | admit that I did not yet know 
whether this thinking thing is identical with the body or with something 


or have merely heard of — though even they are not said to be completely 
t Above p. 87, 2 Above p. 18, 
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unknown to us. In this sense | think I have demonstrated that the mind, 
considered apart from those attributes which are normally applied to the 
body, is better known than the body when it is considered apart from the 
mind. This was my sole purpose in the passage under discussion. 

But I see the suggestion you are making. Given that | wrote only six 
Meditations on First Philosophy, you think my readers will be surprised 
that the only conclusion reached in the first two Meditations is the point 
just mentioned; and you think that as a result they will reckon that the 
Meditations are extremely thin and not worth publishing. My reply is 
simply that I am confident that anyone who judiciously reads the rest of 
what I wrote will have no occasion to suspect that 1 was short of 
material. And in the case of topics which required individual attention 
and needed to be considered on their own, it seemed quite reasonable to 
deal with them separately, Meditation by Meditation. 

Now the best way of achieving a frm knowledge of reality is first to 
accustom ourselves to doubting all things, especially corporeal things. 
Although I had seen many ancient writings by the Academics and 
Sceptics on this subject, and was reluctant to reheat and serve this 
precooked material, | could not avoid devoting one whole Meditation to 
it. And I should like my readers not just to take the short time needed to 
go through it, but to devote several months, or at least weeks, to 
considering the topics dealt with, before going on to the rest of the book. 
If they do this they will undoubtedly be able to derive much greater 
benefit from what follows. 

All our ideas of what belongs to the mind have up till now been very 
confused and mixed up with the ideas of things that can be perceived by 
the senses. This is the first and most important reason for our inability to 
understand with sufficient clarity the customary assertions about the soul 
and God. So I thought | would be doing something worthwhile if 1 
explained how the properties or qualities of the mind are to be 
distinguished from the qualities of the body. Admittedly, many people 
had previously said that in order to understand metaphysical matters the 
mind must be drawn away from the senses; but no one, so far as I know, 
had shown how this could be done. The correct, and in my view unique, 
method of achieving this is contained in my Second Meditation. But the 
nature of the method is such that scrutinizing it just once is not enough. 
Protracted and repeated study is required to eradicate the lifelong habit 
of confusing things related to the intellect with corporeal things, and to 
replace it with the opposite habit of distinguishing the two; this will take 
at least a few days to acquire. | think that was the best justification for my 
devoting the whole of the Second Meditation to this topic alone. 

You go on to ask how | demonstrate that a body is incapable of 
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thinking.' You will forgive me if I reply that I have as yet provided no 
opportunity for this question to be raised. I first dealt with the matter in 
the Sixth Meditation where I said ‘the fact that I can clearly and distinctly 
understand one thing apart from another is enough to make me certain 
that the two things are distinct’, etc. And a little later on I said: 


itis true that Ihave a body that is very closely joined to me, But nevertheless on 
the one hand I have a clear and distinct idea of myself, in so far asLama thinking, 
non-extended thing; and on the other hand f have a distinct idea of body, in so far 
as this is an extended, non-thinking thing. And accordingly it is certain that I 
(that is, the mind) am really distinct from my body and can exist without it? 


From this we may easily go on to say ‘whatever can think is a mind, or is 
called a mind; but since mind and body are in reality distinct, no body is 
a mind; therefore no body can think’. 

Edo not see what you can deny here. Do you claim that if we clearly 
understand one thing apart from another this is not sufficient for the 
recognition that the two things are really distinct? If so 


is, if it is to serve as the criterion for ° 
a real distinction. You may say that you derive this knowledge from the 
Senses, since you can see, or touch etc., the one thing when the other is 


ne thing and 
omething else, 


criterion for a real distinction is to be reliable, it must re 
which I put forward. : 

If there are those who claim that they do not have distinct ideas of 
mind and body, I can only ask them to pay careful attention to the 
contents of the Second Meditation. If, as may well be the case, they take 


t Above p. 88 2 Above P. 54. 3 Above p, 22, 
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the view that the formation of thoughts is due to the combined activity of 
parts of the brain, they should realize that this view is not based on any 
positive argument, but has simply arisen from the fact that, in the first 
place, they have never had the experience of being without a body and 
that, in the second place, they have frequently been obstructed by the 
body in their operations. Ic is just as if someone had had his legs 
permanently shackled from infancy: he would think the shackles were 
part of his body and that he needed them for walking. 

Secondly, when you say that we can find simply within ourselves a 
sufficient basis for forming the idea of God,' your claim in no way differs 
from my own view. | expressly said at the end of the Third Meditation 
that ‘this idea is innate in me’ — in other words, that it comes to me from 
no other source than myself. I concede also that ‘we could form this idea 
even supposing that we did not know that the supreme being exists’; burl 
do not agree that we could form the idea ‘even supposing that the 
supreme being did not exist’,) On the contrary, 1 pointed out that the 
whole force of the argument lies in the fact that it would be impossible 
for me to have the power of forming this idea unless 1 were created by 
God.* 

Your remarks about flies, plants etc.,* do not go to show that there can 
be a degree of perfection in the effect which was not previously present in 
the cause. For, since animals lack reason, it is certain that they have no 
perfection which is not also present in inanimate bodies; or, if they do 
have any such perfections, it is certain that they derive them from some 
other source, and that the sun, the rain and the earth are not adequate 
causes of animals. Suppose someone does not discern any cause cooper- 
ating in the production of a fly which possesses all the degrees of 
perfection possessed by the fly; suppose further that he is not sure 
whether there is any additional cause beyond those which he does 
discern: it would be quite irrational for him to take this as a basis for 
doubting something which, as | shall shortly explain at length, is manifest 
by the very light of nature. 

i would add that the claim regarding flies is based on a consideration of 
material things, and so it could not occur to those who follow my 
Meditations and direct their thought away from the things which are 
perceivable by the senses with the aim of philosophizing in an orderly 
manner. 

As for your calling the idea of God which is in us a ‘conceptual entity’,® 
this is not a compelling objection. If by ‘conceptual entity’ is meant 
something which does not exist, it is not true that the idea of God is a 


1 Above p. 88. 2 Abovep.35. 3 Above p, 88. 4 Cf. above p. 35. 
5 Above p. 88. 6 Ibid. 
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conceptual entity in this sense. It is true only in the sense in which every 
operation of the intellect is a conceptual entity, that is, an entity which 
has its origin in thought; and indeed this entire universe can be said to be 
an entity originating in God’s thought, that is, an entity created by a 
single act of the divine mind. Moreover I have already insisted in various 
places that | am dealing merely with the objective perfection or reality of 
an idea; and this, no less than the objective intricacy in the idea of a 
machine of very ingenious design, requires a cause which contains in 
reality whatever is contained merely objectively in the idea. 

Ido not see what I can add to make it any clearer that the idea in 
question could not be present to my mind unless a supreme being existed. 
ican only say that it depends on the reader: if he attends carefully to 
what I have written he should be able to free himself from the 
preconceived opinions which may be eclipsing his natural light, and 
to accustom himself to believing in the primary notions, which are as 
evident and true as anything can be, in preference to opinions which are 
obscure and false, albeit fxed in the mind by long habit. 

The fact that ‘there is nothing in the effect which was not previously 
present in the cause, either in a similar or in a higher form’ is a primary 
notion which is as clear as any that we have; it is just the same as the 
common notion ‘Nothing comes from nothing.’ For if we admit that 
there is something in the effect that was not previously present in the 
cause, we shall also have to admit that this something was produced by 
nothing. And the reason why nothing cannot be the cause of a thing is 
simply that such a cause would not contain the same features as arc 
found in the effect. 

It is also a primary notion that ‘all the reality or perfection which is 
Present in an idea merely objectively must be present in its cause either 
formally or eminently’.! This is the sole basis for all the beliefs we have 
ever had about the existence of things located outside our mind. For what 
could ever have led us to suspect that such things exist if not the simple 
fact that ideas of these things reach our mind by means of the senses? 

Those who give the matter their careful attention and spend time 
meditating with me will clearly see that there js within us an idea of a 
supremely powerful and perfect being, and also that the objective reality 
of this idea cannot be found in us, either formally or eminently. I cannot 
force this truth on my readers if they are lazy, since it depends solely on 
their exercising their own powers of thought. 

The very manifest conclusion from all this is that God exists. But there 
may be some whose natural light is so meagre that they do not see that it 
is a primary notion that every perfection that is present objectively in an 

1 Cf. Med. 1m, above pp. 28ff, and footnote 2, p. 28. 
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idea must really exist in some cause of the idea, For their benefit | 
provided an even more straightforward demonstration of God’s exist- 
ence based on the fact that the mind which possesses the idea of God 
cannot derive its existence from itself.! So I do not see what more is 
required to make you surrender. 

You suggest that I may have derived the idea which gives me my 
representation of God from preconceived notions of the mind, from 
books, conversations with friends etc., and not from my mind alone.? But 
there is no force in this suggestion. If | ask these other people (from 
whom I have allegedly got this idea) whether they derive it from 
themselves or from someone else, the argument proceeds in the same way 
as it does if | ask the same question of myself: my conclusion will always 
be that the original source of the idea is God. 

Your further comment that the idea of God could have been formed 
from a previous examination of corporeal things seems to me just as 
implausible as saying that we have no faculty of hearing but acquire 
knowledge of sounds simply from seeing colours. Indeed, there seems to 
be a greater analogy or parity between colours and sounds than there is 
between corporeal things and God. When you ask me to ‘add something 
further which lifts us up to an incorporeal or spiritual plane’, | cannot do 
better than refer you to my Second Meditation, in the hope that you will 
see that it is at least good for something. For what could I accomplish 
here in one or two sentences, if the lengthy account which I gave there — 
which was designed with this sole aim in mind, and to which I think I 
devoted as much effort as to anything | have ever written — failed to 
achieve anything at all? 

The fact that 1 dealt only with the human mind in the Second 
Meditation is no drawback here. For | readily and freely confess that the 
idea which we have of the divine intellect, for example, does not differ 
from that which we have of our own intellect, except in so far as the idea 
of an infinite number differs from the idea of a number raised to the 
second or fourth power. And the same applies to the individual attributes 
of God of which we recognize some trace in ourselves. 

But in addition to this, our understanding tells us that there is in God 
an absolute immensity, simplicity and unity which embraces all other 
attributes and has no copy in us, but is, as I have said before, ‘like the 
mark of the craftsman stamped on his work’.4 In virtue of this we 
recognize that, of all the individual attributes which, by a defect of our 
intellect, we assign to God in a piecemeal fashion, corresponding to the 
way in which we perceive them in ourselves, none belong to God and to 
ourselves in the same sense. Moreover, there are many indefinite 
¥ Med. mi, above pp. 33ff. 2 Ch above p. 88. 3 Above p. 89. 4 Med. 11, above p. 
35. 
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particulars of which we have an idea, such as indefinite (or infinite) 
knowledge and power, as well as number and length and so on, that are 
also infinite. Now we recognize that some of these (such as knowledge 
and power) are contained formally in the idea of God, whereas others 
(such as number and length) are contained in the idea merely eminently. 
And this would surely not be the case if the idea of God within us were 
merely a figment of our minds. 

if the idea were a mere figment, it would not be consistently conceived 
by everyone in the same manner, It is very striking that metaphysicians 
unanimously agree in their descriptions of the attributes of God (at least 
in the case of those which can be known solely by human reason). You 
will find that there is much more disagreement among philosophers 
about the nature of anything which is physical or perceivable by the 
senses, however firm or concrete our idea of it may be. 

No one can possibly go wrong when he tries to form a correct 
conception of the idea of God, provided he is willing to attend to the 
nature of a supremely perfect being. But some people muddle things up 
by including other attributes, which leads them to speak in a contradic- 
tory way: they construct an imaginary idea of Ged, and then — quite 
reasonably — go on to say that the God who is represented by this 
muddled idea does not exist. Thus, when you talk of an ‘utterly perfect 
corporeal being’,! and take the term ‘utterly perfect’ in its absolute sense, 
so that a corporeal being is taken to be a being in which all perfections 
are found, you are uttering a contradiction. The very nature of a body 
implies many imperfections, such as its divisibility into parts, the fact that 
each of its parts is different and so on; for it is self-evident that it is a 
greater perfection to be undivided than to be divided, and so on. If on the 
other hand by ‘a perfect body’ you simply mean that which is as perfect 
as a body can be, this will not be God. 

As for your further point about the idea of an angel, namely that even 
though we are less perfect than an angel, there is no need for the idea to 
be produced in us by an angel,” | quite agrec. I myself observed in the 
Third Meditation that the idea can be put together from the ideas which 
we have of God and of man. So what you say does not in any way go 
against my position. 

As for those who deny that they have the idea of God, but in its place 
form some image etc., although they reject the name, they concede the 
reality. I do not myself think that the idea js of the same kind as the 
images of material things which are pictured in the imagination; I 
maintain it is simply that which we perceive with the intellect, when the 
intellect apprehends, or judges, or reasons. Now in my thought or 
intellect I can somehow come upon a perfection that is above me; thus I 

t Above p. 89. 2 Ibid. 3 Above p. 29. 
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notice that, when | count, I cannot reach a largest number, and hence | 
recognize that there is something in the process of counting which 
exceeds my powers. And I contend that from this alone it necessarily 
follows, not that an infinite number exists, nor indeed that it is a 
contradictory notion, as you say, but that I have the power of conceiving 
that there is a thinkable number which is larger than any number that | 
can ever think of, and hence that this power is something which I have 
received not from myself but from some other being which is more 
perfect than I am. 

It is irrelevant whether or not this concept of an indefinitely large 
number is called an ‘idea’. But in order to understand what this being is 
which is more perfect than myself, and whether it is the infinite number 
itself, which really exists, or something else, we must consider not just the 
power of endowing me with the idea in question, but also all the other 
attributes which can exist in the being that is the source of the idea. And 
as a result we shall find that it can only be God. 

Finally, when it is said that God ‘cannot be thought of’, this refers to 
the kind of thought that has an adequate grasp of God, not to the 
inadequate thought which we possess, and which is quite sufficient for 
knowledge of the existence of God. It is not important that the idea of the 
unity of all the perfections of God is said to be formed in the same way as 
the Porphyrian universals.' But there is a crucial difference, in that the 
idea in question denotes a certain positive perfection peculiar to God, 
whereas generic unity adds nothing real to the nature of the single 
individuals concerned. 

Thirdly, when I said that we can know nothing for certain until we are 
aware that God exists,” | expressly declared that I was speaking only of 
knowledge of those conclusions which can be recalled when we are no 
longer attending to the arguments by means of which we deduced them.> 
Now awareness of first principles is not normally called ‘knowledge’ by 
dialectitians. And when we become aware that we are thinking things, 
this is a primary notion which is not derived by means of any syllogism. 
When someone says ‘I am thinking, therefore I am, or 1 exist’, he does not 
deduce existence from thought by means of a syllogism, but recognizes it 
as something self-evident by a simple intuition of the mind. This is clear 
from the fact that if he were deducing it by means of a syllogism, he 
would have to have had previous knowledge of the major premiss 
‘Everything which thinks is, or exists’; yet in fact he learns it from 
experiencing in his own case that it is impossible that he should think 
without existing. It is in the nature of our mind to construct general 
propositions on the basis of our knowledge of particular ones. 


i E.g. generic unity: cf. above p. 89 and note below, p. 410. 
2 Above p. 89; cf. Med. 1, above p. 25 and Med. v, above p. 48. 
3 Ci. Med. v, above p. 48. 
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The fact that an atheist can be “clearly aware that the three angles of a 
triangle are equal to two right angles”! is something I do not dispute. But I 
maintain that this awareness of his is not true knowledge, since no act of 
awareness that can be rendered doubtful seems fit to be called know- 
ledge.’ Now since we are supposing that this individual is an atheist, 
he cannot be certain that he is not being deceived on matters which 
seem to him to be very evident (as I fully explained). And although 
this doubt may not occur to him, it can still crop up if someone else raises 
the point or if he looks into the matter himself. So he will never be free of 
this doubt until he acknowledges that God exists. 

it does not matter that the atheist may think he has demonstrations to 
prove that there is no God. For, since these proofs are quite unsound, it 
will always be possible to point out their flaws to him, and when this 
happens he will have to abandon his view. 

it will be quite easy to make him do this if all he can produce by way of 
demonstration is the claim that you introduce at this point, namely that 
the infinite in every category of perfection excludes every other entity 
whatsoever, etc.? First, we may ask how he knows that this exclusion of 
all other entities belongs to the nature of the infinite. He will have no 
reasonable reply to make to this, since the term ‘infinite’ is not generally 
taken to mean something which excludes the existence of finite things. 
And, what is more, his knowledge of the nature of the infinite ~ since he 
regards it as a nonentity and hence as not having a real nature — must be 
restricted to what is contained in the mere verbal definition of the term 
which he has learned from others, Secondly, whar would the infinite 
power of this imaginary infinite amount to, if it could never create 
anything? Finally, the fact that we notice some power of thought within 
ourselves makes it easy for us to conceive that some other being may also 
have such a power, and that it is greater than our own. But even if we 
suppose that this power is increased to infinity, we do not on that 
account fear that our own power thereby diminishes. The same holds 
good for all the other attributes we ascribe to God, including power 
(provided we remember that any power that we possess is subject to the 
will of God). And hence God can be understood to be infinite without 
this in any way excluding the existence of created things. 

Fourthly, in saying that God does not lie, and is not a deceiver,* I think 


1 Above p. 89. 

2 Descartes seems to distinguish here between an isolated cognition or act of awareness 
{cognitio) and systematic, properly grounded knowledge (scientia). Compare the re- 
marks in The Search for Truth about the need to acquire ‘a bedy of knowledge firm and 
certain enough to deserve the name “science”’, below p. 408; see also Pp. 104 below, and 
Rules, vol. 1, pp. roff, 

3 Above p. 89. 

4 Above pp. 8of. 
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I am in agreement with all metaphysicians and theologians past and 
future. The points you make against this have no more force than if | had 
said that God is not subject to anger or other emotions, and you were to 
produce as counter-examples passages from Scripture where human 
feelings are attributed to God. As everyone knows, there are two quite 
distinct ways of speaking about God. The first is appropriate for ordinary 
understanding and does contain some truth, albeit truth which is relative 
to human beings; and it is this way of speaking that is generally employed 
in Holy Scripture. The second way of speaking comes closer to expressing 
the naked truth — truth which is not relative to human beings; it is this 
way of speaking that everyone ought to use when philosophizing, and 
that | had a special obligation to use in my Meditations, since my 
supposition there was that no other human beings were yet known to me, 
and moreover I was considering myself not as consisting of mind and 
body but solely as a mind. It is very clear from this that my remarks in the 
Meditations were concerned not with the verbal expression of les, but 
only with malice in the formal sense, the internal malice which is 
involved in deception. 

However, the words of the prophet which you cite — ‘Yet forty days 
and Nineveh shall be destroyed’ — were not even a verbal lie but simply a 
threat, the fulfilment of which was conditional on a particular eventual- 
ity. And when God is said to have ‘hardened the heart of Pharaoh’, or 
words to that effect, this should not be taken to mean that he brought this 
about in a positive sense; he merely hardened Pharaoh’s heart in a 
negative sense, by not bestowing on him the grace which would have 
brought about his change of heart. Nevertheless, J would not want to 
criticize those who allow that through the mouths of the prophets God 
can produce verbal untruths which, like the lies of doctors who deceive 
their patients in order to cure them, are free of any malicious intent to 
deceive. 

Nevertheless — and this is a more important point — from time to time 
it does appear that we are really deceived by the natural instinct which 
God gave us, as in the case of the thirst felt by those who suffer from 
dropsy. These patients have a positive impulse to drink which derives 
from the nature God has bestowed on the body in order to preserve it; yet 
this nature does deceive them because on this occasion the drink will 
have a harmful effect. Nevertheless, this is not inconsistent with the 
goodness or veracity of God, and I have explained why in the Sixth 
Meditation." 

In the case of our clearest and most careful judgements, however, this 


144 kind of explanation would not be possible, for if such judgements were 
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false they could not be corrected by any clearer judgements or by means 
of any other natural faculty. In such cases | simply assert that it is 
impossible for us to be deceived. Since God is the supreme being, he must 
also be supremely good and true, and it would therefore be a contradic- 
tion that anything should be created by him which positively tends 
towards falsehood. Now everything real which is in us must have been 
bestowed on us by God (this was proved when his existence was proved); 
moreover, we have a real faculty for recognizing the truth and distin- 
guishing it from falsehood, as is clear merely from the fact that we have 
within us ideas of truth and falsehood. Hence this faculty must tend 
towards the truth, at least when we use it correctly (that is, by assenting 
only to what we clearly and distinctly perceive, for no other correct 
method of employing this faculty can be imagined). For if it did not so 
tend then, since God gave it to us, he would tightly have to be regarded as 
a deceiver. : 

Hence you see that once we have become aware that God exists it is 
necessary for us to imagine that he is a deceiver if we wish to cast doubt 
on what we clearly and distinctly perceive. And since it is impossible to 
imagine that he is a deceiver, whatever we clearly and distinctly perceive 
must be completely accepted as true and certain. 

But since I see that you are still stuck fast in the doubts which I pat 
forward in the First Meditation, and which I thought I had very carefully 
removed in the succeeding Meditations, I shall now expound for a second 
time the basis on which it seems to me that all human certainty can be 
founded. 

First of all, as soon as we think that we correctly perceive something, 
Wwe are spontaneously convinced that it is true. Now if this conviction is 
so firm that it is impossible for us ever to have any reason for doubting 
what we are convinced of, then there are no further questions for us to 
ask: we have everything that we could reasonably want. What is it to us 
that someone may make out that the perception whose truth we are so 
firmly convinced of may appear false to God or an angel, so that it is, 
absolutely speaking, false? Why should this alleged ‘absolute falsity’ 
bother us, since we neither believe in it nor have even the smallest 
suspicion of it? For the supposition which we are making here is of a 
conviction so firm that it is quite incapable of being destroyed; and such a 
conviction is clearly the same as the most perfect certainty. 

But it may be doubted whether any such certainty, or firm and 
immutable conviction, is in fact to be had. 

It is clear that we do not have this kind of certainty in cases where our 
perception is even the slightest bit obscure or confused; for such 
obscurity, whatever its degree, is quite sufficient to make us have doubts 
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in such cases. Again, we do not have the required kind of certainty with 
regard to matters which we perceive solely by means of the senses, 
however clear such perception may be. For we have often noted that 
error can be detected in the senses, as when someone with dropsy feels 
thirsty or when someone with jaundice sees snow as yellow; for when he 
sees it as yellow he sees it just as clearly and distinctly as we do when we 
see it as white. Accordingly, if there is any certainty to be had, the only 
remaining alternative is that it occurs in the clear perceptions of the 
intellect and nowhere else. 

Now some of these perceptions are so transparently clear and at the 
same time so simple that we cannot ever think of them without believing 
them to be true. The fact that I exist so long as 1 am thinking, or that 
what is done cannot be undone, are examples of truths in respect of 
which we manifestly possess this kind of certainty. For we cannot doubt 
them unless we think of them; but we cannot think of them without at 
the same time believing they are true, as was supposed. Hence we cannot 
doubt them without at the same time believing they are true; that is, we 
can never doubt them. 

It is no objection to this to say that we have often seen people ‘turn out 
to have been deceived in matters where they thought their knowledge 
was as clear as the sunlight’.! For we have never seen, indeed no one 
could possibly see, this happening to those who have relied solely on the 
intellect in their quest for clarity in their perceptions; we have seen it 
happen only to those who tried to derive such clarity from the senses or 
from some false preconceived opinion. 

Ic is also no objection for someone to make out that such truths might 
appear false to God or to an angel. For the evident clarity of our 
perceptions does not allow us to listen to anyone who makes up this kind 
of story. 

There are other truths which are perceived very clearly by our intellect 
so long as we attend to the arguments on which our knowledge of them 
depends; and we are therefore incapable of doubting them during this 
time. But we may forget the arguments in question and later remember 
simply the conclusions which were deduced from them. The question will 


_ now arise as to whether we possess the same firm and immutable 


conviction concerning these conclusions, when we simply recollect that 

they were previously deduced from quite evident principles (our ability to 

call them ‘conclusions’ presupposes such a recollection). My reply is that 

the required certainty is indeed possessed by those whose knowledge of 

God enables them to understand that the intellectual faculty which he 

gave them cannot but tend towards the truth; but the required certainty 
1 Above p. 90. 
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is not possessed by others. This point was explained so clearly at the end 
of the Fifth Meditation’ that it does not seem necessary to add anything 
further here. 

Fifthly, 1am surprised at your denying that the will exposes itself to 
danger by following a conception of the intellect which is wholly lacking 
in clarity and distinctness.? What can give the will certainty if it follows a 
perception which is not clear? Every philosopher and theologian ~ indeed 
everyone who uses his reason — agrees that the more clearly we 
understand something before giving our assent to it, the smaller is the 
risk we run of going wrong; and, by contrast, those who make a 
judgement when they are ignorant of the grounds on which it is based are 
the ones who go astray. Whenever we cal! a conception obscure or 
confused this is because it contains some element of which we are 
ignorant. 

It follows that your objection concerning the faith which should be 
embraced? has ne more force against me than it does against anyone who 
has ever developed the power of human reason — indeed, it has no force 
against anyone at all. For although it is said that our faith concerns 
matters which are obscure, the reasons for embracing the faith are not 
obscure but on the contrary are clearer than any natural light. We must 
distinguish between the subject-matter, or the thing itself which we 
assent to, and the formal reason which induces the will to give its assent: 
it is only in respect of the reason that transparent clarity is required. As 
for the subject-matter, no one has ever denied that it may be obscure — 
indeed obscurity itself. When | judge that obscurity must be removed 
from our conceptions to enable us to assent to them without any danger 
of going wrong, this very obscurity is the subject concerning which I form 
a clear judgement. it should also be noted that the clarity or transparency 
which can induce our will to give its assent is of two kinds: the frst comes 
from the natural light, while the second comes from divine grace. Now 
although it is commonly said that faith concerns matters which are 
obscure, this refers solely to the thing or subject-matter to which our 
faith relates; it does not imply that the formal reason which leads us to 
assent to matters of faith is obscure. On the contrary, this formal reason 
consists in a certain inner light which comes from God, and when we are 
supernaturally illumined by it we are confident that what is put forward 
for us to believe has been revealed by God himself. And it is quite 

impossible for him to lie; this is more certain than any natural light, and 
is often even more evident because of the light of grace. 
The sin that Turks and other infidels commit by refusing to embrace 
the Christian religion does not arise from their unwillingness to assent to 
x Above pp. 48f. 2 Above p.90. 3 Ibid. 
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obscure matters (for obscure they indeed are), but from their resistance to 
the impulses of divine grace within them, or from the fact that they make 
themselves unworthy of grace by their other sins. Let us take the case of 
an infidel who is destitute of all supernatural grace and has no knowledge 
of the doctrines which we Christians believe to have been revealed by 
God. If, despite the fact that these doctrines are obscure to him, he is 
induced to embrace them by fallacious arguments, I make bold to assert 
that he will not on that account be a true believer, but will instead be 
committing a sin by not using his reason correctly. And I think that all 
orthodox theologians have always taken a similar view on this matter. 
Furthermore, those who read my books will not be able to suppose that I 
did not recognize this supernatural light, since | expressly stated in the 
Fourth Meditation, where | was looking into the cause of falsity, that it 
produces in our inmost thought a disposition to will, without lessening 
our freedom.! 

However, | should like you to remember here that, in matters which 
may be embraced by the will, I‘made a very careful distinction between 
the conduct of life and the contemplation of the truth. As far as the 
conduct of life is concerned, I am very far from thinking that we should 
assent only to what is clearly perceived. On the contrary, | do not think 
that we should always wait even for probable truths; frem time to time 
we will have to choose one of many alternatives about which we have no 
knowledge, and once we have made our choice, so long as no reasons 
against it can be produced, we must stick to it as firmly as if it had been 
chosen for transparently clear reasons. I explained this on p. 26 of the 
Discourse on the Method.* But when we are dealing solely with the 
contemplation of the truth, surely no one has ever denied that we should 
refrain from giving assent to matters which we do not perceive with 
sufficient distinctness. Now in my Meditations | was dealing solely with 
the contemplation of the truth; the whole enterprise shows this to be the 
case, as well as my express declaration at the end of the First Meditation 
where I said that ! could not possibly go too far in my distrustful 
attitude, since the task in hand involved not action but merely the 
acquisition of knowledge. 

Sixtbly, in the passage where you criticize the conclusion of a 
syllogism which I produced,’ it is you who seem to have made a mistake in 
the argument. In order to get the conclusion you want, you should have 
stated the major premiss as follows: ‘That which we clearly understand 
to belong to the nature of something can be truly asserted to belong to its 
nature’; and if the premiss is put like this, it contains nothing but a 
useless tautology. But my major premiss was this: “That which we clearly 


1 Cf. above p. 40. 2 See Discourse, part 3: vol. 1, p.123. 3 Above p. 15. 
4 Above p. 91. 
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understand to belong to the nature of something can truly be affirmed of 
that thing.’ Thus if being an animal belongs to the nature of man, it can 
be affirmed that man is an animal; and if having three angles equal to two 
right angles belongs to the nature of a triangle, it can be affirmed that a 
triangle has three angles equal to two right angles; and if existence 
belongs to the nature of God, it can be affirmed that God exists, and so 
on. Now the minor premiss of my argument was: ‘yet it belongs to the 
nature of God that he exists’. And from these two premisses the evident 
conclusion to be drawn is the one which | drew: ‘Therefore it can truly be 
affirmed of God that he exists.’ The correct conclusion is not, as you 
want to argue: “Therefore we can with truth affirm that existence belongs 
to the nature of God.’ 

Hence, to deploy the objection which you go on to make, you should 
have denied the major premiss and said instead “What we clearly under- 
stand to belong to the nature of a thing cannot for that reason be affirmed 
of that thing unless its nature is possible, or non-contradictory.’ But 
please notice how weak this qualification is. If by ‘possible’ you mean 
what everyone commonly means, namely ‘whatever does not conflict 
with our human concepts’, then it is manifest that the nature of God, as i 
have described it, is possible in this sense, since I supposed it to contain 
only what, according to our clear and distinct perceptions, must belong 
to it; and hence it cannot conflict with our concepts. Alternatively, you 
may well be imagining some other kind of possibility which relates to the 
object itself; but unless this matches the first Sort of possibility it can 
never be known by the human intellect, and so it does not so much 
support a denial of God’s nature and existence as serve to undermine 
every other item of human knowledge. For as far as our concepts are 
concerned there is no impossibility in the nature of God; on the contrary, 
all the attributes which we include in the concept of the divine nature are 
so interconnected that it seems to us to be self-contradictory that any one 
of them should not belong to God. Hence, if we deny that the nature of 
God is possible, we may just as well deny that the angles of a triangle are 
equal to two right angles, or that he who is actually thinking exists; and if 
we do this it will be even more appropriate to deny that anything we 
acquire by means of the senses is true. The upshot will be that all human 
knowledge will be destroyed, though for no good reason. 

I now turn to the argument which you compare with my own, viz. ‘If 
there is no contradiction in God’s existing it is certain that he exists; but 
there is no contradiction in his existing; therefore’ etc.! Although 
materially true, this argument is formally a sophism. For in the major 
premiss the term ‘contradiction’ applies to the concept of the cause on 
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which the possibility of God’s existence depends; in the minor premiss, 
however, it applies simply to the concept of the divine existence and 
nature itself. This is clear from the fact that if the major premiss is denied 
the proof will have to go as follows: ‘If God does not yet exist, it is a 
contradiction that he should exist, since there can be no cause which is 
sufficient to bring him into existence; but (as was assumed), there is no 
contradiction in his existing; hence’ etc. If on the other hand the minor 
premiss is denied, the proof will have to be stated thus: ‘There is no 
contradiction in something if there is nothing in its formal concept which 
implies a contradiction; but there is nothing in the formal concept of the 
divine existence or nature which implies a contradiction; hence’ etc. 
These two proofs are very different. Por it may be, with respect to a given 
thing, that we understand there to be nothing in the thing itself that 
precludes the possibility of its existence, while at the same time, from the 
causal point of view, we understand there to be something that prevents 
its being brought into existence. 

But even if we conceive of God only in an inadequate or, if you like, 
‘utterly inadequate’ way,' this does not prevent its being certain that his 
nature is possible, or not seif-contradictory. Nor does it prevent our 
being able truly to assert that we have examined his nature with sufficient 
clarity (that is, with as much clarity as is necessary to know that his 
nature is possible and also to know that necessary existence belongs to 
this same divine nature). All self-contradictoriness or impossibility 
resides solely in our thought, when we make the mistake of joining 
together mutually inconsistent ideas; it cannot occur in anything which 
is outside the intellect. For the very fact that something exists out- 
side the intellect manifestly shows that it is not self-contradictory but 
possible. Self-contradictoriness in our concepts arises merely from their 
obscurity and confusion: there can be none in the case of clear and 
distinct concepts. Hence, in the case of the few attributes of God which 
we do perceive, it is enough that we understand them clearly and 
distinctly, even though our understanding is in no way adequate. And the 
fact that, amongst other things, we notice that necessary existence is 
contained in our concept of God (however inadequate that concept may 
be) is enough to enable us to assert both that we have examined his 
nature with sufficient clarity, and that his nature is not self-contradictory. 

Seventhly, as to why 1 wrote nothing concerning the immortality of the 
soul, I did already explain this in the Synopsis of my Meditations.’ And, 
as I have shown above, I did provide an adequate proof of the fact that 
the soul is distinct from every body. However, you go on to say that it 
does not follow from the fact that the soul is distinct from the body that it 

1 Above p.91. 2 Above pp. of. 


seeonensanamueies 


Second Set of Replies EO9 


is immortal, since it could still be claimed that God gave it such a nature 
that its duration comes to an end simultaneously with the end of the 
body’s life.' Here I admit that I cannot refute what you say. For | do not 
take it upon myself to try to use the power of human reason to settle any 
of those matters which depend on the free will of God. Our natural 
knowledge tells us that the mind is distinct from the body, and that itis a 
substance. But in the case of the human body, the difference between it 
and other bodies consists merely in the arrangement of the limbs and 
other accidents of this sort;? and the final death of the body depends 
solely on a division or change of shape. Now we have no convincing 
evidence or precedent to suggest that the death or annihilation of a 
substance like the mind must result from such a trivial cause as a change 
in shape, for this is simply a mode, and what is more not a mode of the 
mind, but a mode of the body which is really distinct from the mind, 
Indeed, we do not even have any convincing evidence or precedent to 
suggest that any substance can perish. And this entitles us to conclude 
that the mind, in so far as it can be known by natural philosophy, is 
immortal. 

But if your question concerns the absolute power of God, and you are 
asking whether he may have decreed that human souls cease to exist 
precisely when the bodies which he joined to them are destroyed, then it 


is for God alone to give the answer. And since God himself has revealed © 


to us that this will not occur, there remains not even the slightest room 
for doubt on this point. 

it remains for me to thank you for the helpful and frank way in which 
you have been kind enough to bring to my notice not only the points 
which have struck you, but also those which might be raised by atheists 
and other hostile critics. As far as I can see, all the objections which you 
raise are ones which | have already answered or ruled out in advance in 
the Meditations. As to the points about the flies generated by the sun, the 
natives of Canada, the inhabitants of Nineveh, the Turks and so on, the 
objections you raise cannot occur to those who follow the road which I 
have indicated and who lay aside for a time whatever they have acquired 
from the senses, so as to attend to dictates of pure and uncorrupted 
reason. Hence I thought that I had already adequately ruled out such 
objections in advance. But despite this, | take the view that these 
objections of yours will greatly assist my enterprise. For | expect that 
hardly any of my readers will be prepared to give such careful attention 
to everything | have written that they will remember all the contents by 
the time they come to the end. Those who do not remember everything 
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their doubts have been dealt with in these replies of mine, or failing that, 
these replies will at least give them the opportunity to examine the truth 
more deeply. 

I now turn to your proposal that I should set out my arguments in 
geometrical fashion to enable the reader to perceive them ‘as it were at a 
single glance’! It is worth explaining here how far 1 have already 
followed this method, and how far I think it should be followed in future. 
I make a distinction between two things which are involved in the 
geometrical manner of writing, namely, the order, and the method of 
demonstration. 

The order consists simply in this. The items which are put forward first 
must be known entirely without the aid of what comes later; and the 
remaining items must be arranged in such a way that their demonstration 
depends solely on what has gone before. | did try to follow this order very 
carefully in my Meditations, and my adherence to it was the reason for 
my dealing with the distinction between the mind and the body only at 
the end, in the Sixth Meditation, rather than in the Second. It also 
explains why I deliberately and knowingly omitted many matters 
which would have required an explanation of an even larger number of 
things. 

As for the method of demonstration, this divides into two varieties: the 
first proceeds by analysis and the second by synthesis. 

Analysis shows the true way by means of which the thing in question 
was discovered methodically and as it were a priori,’ so that if the reader 
is willing to follow it and give sufficient attention to all points, he will 
make the thing his own and understand it just as perfectly as if he had 
discovered it for himself. But this method contains nothing to compel 
belief in an argumentative or inattentive reader; for if he fails to attend 
even to the smallest point, he will not see the necessity of the conclusion. 
Moreover there are many truths which — although it is vital to be aware 
of them — this method often scarcely mentions, since they are trans- 
parently clear to anyone who gives them his attention. 

Synthesis, by contrast, employs a directly opposite method where the 
search is, as it were, a posteriori (though the proof itself is often more a 


z Above p. 92. 

2 Descartes’ use of the term a priori here seems to correspond neither with the modern, 
post-Leibnizian sense (where a priori truths are those which are known independently of 
experience), nor with the medieval, Thomist sense (where a priori reasoning is that which 
proceeds from cause to effect). What Descartes may mean when he says that analysis 
proceeds ‘as it were a priori’ (tenquam a prior?) is that it starts from what is epistemically 
prior, i.e. from what is prior in the ‘order of discovery’ followed by the meditator. Cf. 
note 2, above p. 25. 
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priori than it is in the analytic method).! Ir demonstrates the conclusion 
clearly and employs a long series of definitions, postulates, axioms, 
theorems and problems, so that if anyone denies one of the conclusions it 
can be shown at once that it is contained in what has gone before, and 
hence the reader, however argumentative or stubborn he may be, is 
compelled to give his assent. However, this method is not as satisfying as 
the method of analysis, nor does it engage the minds of those who are 
eager to learn, since it does not show how the thing in question was 
discovered. 

It was synthesis alone that the ancient geometers usually employed 
in their writings. But in my view this was not because they were utterly 
ignorant of analysis, but because they had such a high regard for it that 
they kept it to themselves like a sacred mystery. 

Now it is analysis which is the best and truest method of instruction, 
and it was this method alone which ] employed in my Meditations. As for 
synthesis, which is undoubtedly what you are asking me to use here, it is 
a method which it may be very suitable to deploy in geometry asa follow- 
up to analysis, but it cannot so conveniently be applied to these 
metaphysical subjects. 

The difference is that the primary notions which are presupposed for 
the demonstration of geometrical truths are readily accepted by anyone, 
since they accord with the use of our senses, Hence there is no difficulty 
there, except in the proper deduction of the consequences, which can be 
done even by the less attentive, provided they remember what has gone 
before. Moreover, the breaking down of propositions to their smallest 
elements is specifically designed to enable them to be recited with ease so 
that the student recalls them whether he wants to or not. 

In metaphysics by contrast there is nothing which causes so much 
effort as making our perception of the primary notions clear and distinct, 
Admittedly, they are by their nature as evident as, of even more evident 
than, the primary notions which the geometers study; but they con- 
flict with many preconceived opinions derived from the senses which we 
have got into the habit of holding from our earliest years, and so only 
those who really concentrate and meditate and withdraw their minds 
from corporeal things, so far as is possible, will achieve perfect know- 
ledge of them. Indeed, if they were put forward in isolation, they could 
easily be denied by those who like to contradict just for the sake of it, 


1 Descartes may mean thar though the proofs involved are a priori (viz., in the traditional, 
Thomist sense}, the method of synthesis starts from premisses which are epistemically 
posterior ~ i.e. which are arrived at later in the order of discovery. (See previous 
foomote.) 
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This is why 1 wrote ‘Meditations’ rather than “Disputations’, as the 
philosophers have done, or ‘Theorems and Problems’, as the geometers 
would have done. In so doing | wanted to make it clear that 1 would 
have nothing to do with anyone who was not willing to join me in 
meditating and giving the subject attentive consideration. For the very 
fact that someone braces himself to attack the truth makes him less suited 
to perceive it, since he will be withdrawing his consideration from the 
convincing arguments which support the truth in order to find counter- 
arguments against it. 

But at this point someone may raise the following objection: ‘When we 
know that the proposition before us is true, we certainly should not look 
for arguments to contradict it; but so long as we remain in doubt about 
its truth it is right to deploy all the arguments on either side in order to 
find out which are the stronger. Nor does it seem that I am making a fair 
demand if I expect my arguments to be accepted as correct before they 
have been scrutinized, while at the same time prohibiting consideration 
of any counter-arguments.’ 

This is not a just criticism. For the arguments in respect of which I ask 
my readers to be attentive and not argumentative are not of a kind which 
could possibly divert their attention from any other arguments which 
have even the slightest chance of containing more truth than is to be 
found in mine. Now my exposition includes the highest level of doubt 
about everything, and I cannot recommend too strongly that each item 
should be scrutinized with the utmost care, so that absolutely nothing is 
accepted unless it has been so clearly and distinctly perceived that we 
cannot but assent to it. By contrast, the only opinions | want to steer my 
readers’ minds away from are those which they have never properly 
examined ~ opinions which they have acquired not on the basis of any 
firm reasoning but from the senses alone. So in my view no one who 
restricts his consideration to my propositions can possibly think he runs a 
greater risk of error than he would incur by turning his mind away and 
directing it to other propositions which are in a sense opposed to mine and 
which reveal only darkness (i.e. the preconceived opinions of the senses). 

I am therefore right to require particularly careful attention from my 
readers; and the style of writing that I selected was one which I thought 
would be most capable of generating such attention. 1 am convinced that 
my readers will derive more benefit from this than they will themselves 
realize; for when the synthetic method of writing is used, people 
generally think that they have learned more than is in fact the case. In 
addition, | think it is fair for me to reject out of hand, and despise as 
worthless, the verdict given on my work by those who refuse to meditate 
with me and who stick to their preconceived opinions. 
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But I know that even those who do concentrate, and earnestly pursue 
the truth, will find it very difficult to take in the entire structure of my 
Meditations, while at the same time having a distinct grasp of the 
individual parts that make it up. Yet I reckon that both the overall and 
the detailed scrutiny is necessary if the reader is to derive the full benefit 
from my work. 1 shall therefore append here a short exposition in the 
synthetic style, which will, I hope, assist my readers a little. But they muse 
please realize that I do not intend to include as much material as | put in 
the Meditations, for if I did so I should have to go on much longer than I 
did there. And even the items that I do include will not be given a fully 
precise explanation. This is partly to achieve brevity and partly to 
prevent anyone supposing that what follows is adequate on its own, 
Anyone who thinks this may give less careful attention to the Meditations 
themselves; yet | am convinced that it is the Meditations which will yield 
by far the greater benefit. 


Arguments 
proving the existence of God and the distinction 
between the soul and the body 
arranged in geometrical fashion 


DEFINITIONS 


1. Thought. Luse this term to include everything that is within us in such 
a way that we are immediately aware of it. Thus all the operations of the 
will, the intellect, the imagination and the senses are thoughts. I say 
‘immediately’ so as to exclude the consequences of thoughts; a voluntary 
movement, for example, originates in a thought but is not itself a 
thoughe. 

I. Idea. | understand this term to mean the form of any given thought, 
immediate perception of which makes me aware of the thought. Hence, 
whenever | express something in words, and understand what I am 
saying, this very fact makes it certain that there is within me an idea of 
what is signified by the words in question. Thus it is not only the images 
depicted in the imagination which I call ‘ideas’. Indeed, in so far as these 
images are in the corporeal imagination; that is, are depicted in some part 
of the brain, I do not call them ‘ideas’ at all; I call them ‘ideas’ only in so 
far as they give form to the mind itself, when it is directed towards that 
part of the brain. 

Ill. Objective reality of an idea. By this | mean the being of the thing 
which is represented by an idea, in so far as this exists in the idea. In the 
same way we can talk of ‘objective perfection’, ‘objective intricacy’ and 
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so on. For whatever we perceive as being in the objects of our ideas exists 
objectively in the ideas themseives. 

IV. Whatever exists in the objects of our ideas in a way which exactly 
corresponds to our perception of it is said to exist formally in those 
objects. Something is said to exist eminently in an object when, although 
it does not exactly correspond to our perception of it, its greatness is such 
that it can fill the role of that which does so correspond! 

V. Substance. This term applies to every thing in which whatever we 
perceive immediately resides, as in a subject, or to every thing by means 
of which whatever we perceive exists. By ‘whatever we perceive’ is meant 
any property, quality or attribute of which we have a real idea. The only 
idea we have of a substance itself, in the strict sense, is that it is the thing 
in which whatever we perceive (or whatever has objective being in one of 
our ideas) exists, either formally or eminently. For we know by the 
natural light that a real attribute cannot belong to nothing. 

YL. The substance in which thought immediately resides is called mind. | 
use the term ‘mind’ rather than ‘soul’ since the word ‘soul’ is ambiguous 
and is often applied to something corporeal.? 

VII. The substance which is the immediate subject of local extension and 
of the accidents which presuppose extension, such as shape, position, 
local motion and so on, is called body. Whether what we call mind and 
body are one and the same substance, or two different substances, is a 
question which will have to be dealt with later on. 

VUL The substance which we understand to be supremely perfect, and 
in which we conceive absolutely nothing that implies any defect or 
limitation in that perfection, is called God. 

IX. When we say that something is contained in the nature or concept 
of a thing, this is the same as saying that it is true of that thing, or that it 
can be asserted of that thing. 

X. Two substances are said to be really distinct when each of them can 
exist apart from the other. 


POSTULATES? 


The first request | make of my readers is that they should realize how 
feeble are the reasons that have led them to trust their senses up till now, 


i Cf. Med. ui, above p. 28. 

2 E.g. a tenuous wind permeating the body. Cf. Med. 11, above p. 17. 

3 Lat. Postulata. Descartes is here playing on words, since what follows is not a set of 
postulates in the Euclidian sense, but a number of informa! requests. 
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and how uncertain are all the judgements that they have built up on the 
basis of the senses. | ask them to reflect long and often on this point, tll 
they eventually acquire the habit of no longer placing too much trust in 
the senses. In my view this is a Prerequisite for perceiving the certainty 
that belongs to metaphysical things. 

Secondly, | ask them to reflect on their own mind, and all its attributes, 
‘They will find that they cannot be in doubt about these, even though they 
suppose that everything they have ever acquired from their senses is false, 
They should continue with this reflection until they have got into the 
habit of perceiving the mind clearly and of believing that it can be known 
more easily than any corporeal thing. 

Thirdly, 1 ask them to ponder on those self-evident Propositions that 
they will find within themselves, such as ‘The same thing cannot both be 
and not be at the same time’, and ‘Nothingness cannot be the efficient cause 
of anything’, and so on. In this way they will be exercising the intellectual 
vision which nature gave them, in the pure form which it attains when 
freed from the senses; for sensory appearances generally interfere with it 
and darken it to a very great extent. And by this means the truth of the 
following axioms will easily become apparent to them. 

Fourthly, 1 ask them to examine the ideas of those natures which 
contain a combination of many attributes, such as the nature of a 
triangle, or of a square, or of any other figure, as well as the nature of 
mind, the nature of body, and above all the nature of God, or the 
supremely perfect being. And they should notice that whatever we 
perceive to be contained in these natures can be truly affirmed of them. 
For example, the fact that its three angies are equal to two right angles is 
contained in the nature of a triangle; and divisibility is contained in the 
nature of body, or of an extended thing (for we cannot conceive of any 
extended thing which is so small that we cannot divide it, at least in our 
thought). And because of these facts it can be truly asserted that the three 
angles of every triangle are equal to two right angles and that every body 
is divisible. 

Fifthly, 1 ask my readers to spend a great deal of time and effort on 
contemplating the nature of the supremely perfect being. Above all they 
should reflect on the fact that the ideas of all other natures contain 
possible existence, whereas the idea of God.contains not only possible 


but wholly necessary existence. This alone, without a formal argument, 
will make them realize that God exists; and this will eventually be just as 
self-evident to them as the fact that the number two is even or that three 
is odd, and so on. For there are certain truths which some people find 
self-evident, while others come to understand them only by means of a 
formal argument. 
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Sixthly, | ask my readers to ponder on ail the examples that | went 
through in my Meditations, both of clear and distinct perception, and of 
obscure and confused perception, and thereby accustom themselves to 
distinguishing what is clearly known from what is obscure. This is 
something that it is easier to learn by examples than by rules, and J think 
that in the Meditations | explained, or at least touched on, all the relevant 
examples. 

Seventhly, and lastly, when they notice that they have never detected 
any falsity in their clear perceptions, while by contrast they have never, 
except by accident, found any truth in matters which they grasp only 
obscurely, 1 ask them to conclude that it is quite irrational to cast doubt 
on the clear and distinct perceptions of the pure intellect merely because 
of preconceived opinions based on the senses, or because of mere 
hypotheses which contain an element of the unknown. And as a result 
they will readily accept the following axioms as true and free of doubt. 
Nevertheless, many of these axioms could have been better explained, 
and indeed they should have been introduced as theorems rather than as 
axioms, had I wished to be more precise. 


AXIOMS OR COMMON NOTIONS 


I. Concerning every existing thing it is possible to ask what is the cause | 
of its existence. This question may even be asked concerning God, not | 
because he needs any cause in order to exist, but because the immensity | 


of his nature is the cause or reason why he needs no cause in order to 
exist. 


Il. There is no relation of dependence between the present time and the” 


immediately preceding time, and hence no less a cause is required to 
preserve something than is required to create it in the first place.’ 

IH, It is impossible that nothing, a non-existing thing, should be the 
cause of the existence of anything, or of any actual perfection in 
anything. 

IV. Whatever reality or perfection there is in a thing is present either 
formally or eminently in its first and adequate cause. 

V. It follows from this that the objective reality of our ideas needs a 
cause which contains this reality not merely objectively but formaily or 
eminently. It should be noted that this axiom is one which we must 
necessarily accept, since on it depends our knowledge of ail things, 
whether they are perceivable through the senses or not. How do we 
know, for example, that the sky exists? Because we see it? But this 
‘seeing’ does not affect the mind except in so far as it is an idea — | mean 
1 ‘Preserve’, here and below, has the technical sense of ‘to maintain in existence’. 
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an idea which resides in the mind itself, not an image depicted in the 
corporeal imagination. Now the only reason why we can use this idea as 
a basis for the judgement that the sky exists is that every idea must have a 
really existing cause of its objective reality; and in this case we judge that 
the cause is the sky itself, And we make similar judgements in other cases, 
VV. There are various degrees of reality or being: a substance has more | 
reality than an accident or a mode; an infinite substance has more reality \ 
than a finite substance. Hence there is more objective reality in the idea of \ 
a substance than in the idea of an accident; and there is more objective | 
reality in the idea of an infnite substance than in the idea of a finite '166 
substance, 

VIL. The will of a thinking thing is drawn voluntarily and freely (for 
this is the essence of will), but nevertheless inevitably, towards a clearly 
known good. Hence, if it knows of perfections which it lacks, it will 
straightaway give itself these perfections, if they are in its power. 

VIEL. Whatever can bring about a greater or more difficult thing can 
also bring about a lesser thing, 

IX. Itis a greater thing to create or preserve a substance than to create 
or preserve the attributes or properties of that substance, However, it is 
hot a greater thing to create something than to preserve it, as has already 
been said. 5 

X. Existence is contained in the idea or concept of every single thing, i 
since we cannot conceive of anything except as existing, Possible or, 
contingent existence is contained in the concept of a limited thing, 7 
whereas necessary and perfect existence is contained in the concept of a | 
supremely perfect being. 


PROPOSITION I 


The existence of God can be known 
merely by considering his nature 


Demonstration 
To say that something is contained in the nature or concept of a thing is 
the same as saying that it is true of that thing (Def. mx). Bur necessary 
existence is contained in the concept of God (Axiom x). Therefore it may 167 
be truly affirmed of God that necessary existence belongs to him, or that 
he exists. 

This is the syllogism which I employed above in replying to the sixth 
point in your Objections! And its conclusion can be grasped as 

r Above pp. 1o06f. 
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self-evident by those who are free of preconceived opinions, as I said 
above, in the Fifth Postulate. But since it is not easy to arrive at such clear 
mental vision, we shall now endeavour to establish the same result by 
other methods. 


PROPOSITION II 


The existence of God can be demonstrated 
a posteriori merely from the fact that we 
have an idea of God within us 


Demonstration 

The objective reality of any of our ideas requires a cause which contains 
the very same reality not merely objectively but formally or eminently 
(Axiom v). But we have an idea of God (Def. u and vi), and the 
objective reality of this idea is not contained in us either formally or 
eminently (Axiom vi); moreover it cannot be contained in any other 
being except God himself (Def. vim). Therefore this idea of God, which is 
in us, must have God as its cause; and hence God exists (Axiom 111). 


PROPOSITION Il 


God’s existence can also be demonstrated from the 
fact that we, who possess the idea of God, exist 


Demonstration 

If I had the power of preserving myself, how much more would | have the 
power of giving myself the perfections which I lack (Axioms vit and 1x); 
for these perfections are merely attributes of a substance, whereas | ama 
substance. But | do not have the power of giving myself these perfections; 
if I did, 1 should already have them (Axiom vil). Therefore I do not have 
the power of preserving myself. 

Now I could not exist unless | was preserved throughout my existence 
either by myself, if | have that power, or by some other being who has it 
(Axioms 1 and 11). But I do exist, and yet, as has just been proved, I do not 
have the power of preserving myself. Therefore | am preserved by some 
other being. 

Moreover, he who preserves me has within himself, either formally or 
eminently, whatever is in me (Axiom rv). But 1 have within me the 
perception of many of the perfections which I lack, as well as an idea of 
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God (Defs. u and viz). Therefore he who preserves me has a perception 
of the same perfections. 

Finally, this being cannot have the perception of any perfections which 
he lacks, or which he does not have within himself either formally or 
eminently (Axiom vu). For since he has the power of preserving me, as ! 
have already said, how much more would he have the power of giving 
himself those perfections if he lacked them (Axioms vii and 1x). But he 
has the perception of all the perfections which I know 1 lack and which } 
conceive to be capable of existing only in God, as has just been proved. 
Therefore he has the perfections within himself either formally or 
eminently, and hence he is God. 


COROLLARY 


God created the heavens and the earth and everything in them. Moreover 
he can bring about everything which we clearly perceive in a way exactly 
corresponding to our perception of it 


Demonstration 

All this clearly follows from the preceding proposition. For in that 
proposition we proved that God exists from the fact that there must exist 
someone who possesses either formally or eminently all the perfections of 
which we have any idea. But we have the idea of a power so great that the 
possessor of this power, and he alone, created the heavens and the earth 
and is capable of producing everything that I understand to be possible. 
Therefore in proving God’s existence we have also proved these other 
facts about him. 


PROPOSITION IV 


There is a real distinction between the mind and the body 


Demonstration 

God can bring about whatever we clearly perceive in a way exactly 
corresponding to our perception of it (preceding Corollary}. But we 
clearly perceive the mind, that is, a thinking substance, apart from the 
body, that is, apart from an extended substance (Second Postulate). And 
conversely we can clearly perceive the body apart from the mind (as 
everyone readily admits). Therefore the mind can, at least through the 
power of God, exist without the body; and similarly the body can exist 
apart from the mind. 
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Now if one substance can exist apart from another the two are really 
distinct (Def. x). But the mind and the body are substances (Defs. v, vi 
and vi) which can exist apart from each other (as has just been proved). 
Therefore there is a real distinction between the mind and the body. 

Notice that | introduce the power of God as a means to separate mind 
and body not because any extraordinary power is needed to bring about 
such a separation but because the preceding arguments have deait solely 
with God, and hence there was nothing else | could use to make the 
separation. Our knowledge that two things are really distinct is not 
affected by the nature of the power that separates them. 


THIRD SET OF OBJECTIONS! WITH THE AUTHOR’S 
REPLIES 


On the First Meditation (‘What can be called into doubt’) 


FIRST OBJECTION 


From what is said in this Meditation it is clear enough that there is no 
criterion enabling us to distinguish our dreams from the waking state and 
from veridical sensations. And hence the images we have when we are 
awake and having sensations are not accidents that inhere in external 
objects, and are no proof that any such external object exists at all. So if 
we follow our senses, without exercising our reason in any way, we shall 
be justified in doubting whether anything exists. | acknowledge the 
correctness of this Meditation. But since Plato and other ancient philo- 
sophers discussed this uncertainty in the objects of the senses, and since 
the difficulty of distinguishing the waking state from dreams is commonly 
pointed out, Iam sorry that the author, who is so outstanding in the field 
of original speculations, should be publishing this ancient material. 


Reply 

The arguments for doubting, which the philosopher here accepts as valid, 
are ones that I was presenting as merely plausible. I was not trying to sell 
them as novelties, but had a threefold aim in mind. when I used them, 
Partly I wanted to prepare my readers’ minds for the study of the things 
which are related to the intellect, and help them to distinguish these 
things from corporeal things; and such arguments seem to be wholly 
necessary for this purpose. Partly | introduced the arguments so that I 
could reply to them in the subsequent Meditations, And partly | wanted 
to show the firmness of the truths which } propound later on, in the light 
of the fact that they cannot be shaken by these metaphysical doubts. 
Thus I was not looking for praise when I set out these arguments; but I 
think I could not have left them out, any more than a medical writer can 
leave out the description of a disease when he wants to explain how it can 
be cured. 


1 By Hobbes; see Translator’s preface, p. 64 above. 
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On the Second Meditation (‘The nature of the human mind’) 


SECOND OBJECTION 
lam a thinking thing. 


Correct. For from the fact that I think, or have an image (whether lam 
awake or dreaming), it can be inferred that | am thinking; for ‘1 think’ 
and ‘1 am thinking’ mean the same thing. And from the fact that | am 
thinking it follows that I exist, since that which thinks is not nothing. But 
when the author adds ‘that is, lam a mind, or intelligence, or intellect or 
reason’,! a doubt arises. It does not seem to be a valid argument to say ‘I 
am thinking, therefore | am thought’ or ‘I am using my intellect, hence | 
am an intellect.’ | might just as well say ‘I am walking, therefore Lam a 
walk. M. Descartes is identifying the thing which understands with 
intellection, which is an act of that which understands. Or at least he is 
identifying the thing which understands with the intellect, which is a 
power of that which understands. Yet all philosophers make a distinction 
between a subject and its faculties and acts, i.e. between a subject and its 
properties and its essences: an entity is one thing, its essence is another. 
Hence it may be that the thing that thinks is the subject to which mind, 
reason or intellect belong; and this subject may thus be something 
corporeal. The contrary is assumed, not proved, Yet this inference is the 
basis of the conclusion which M. Descartes seems to want to establish. 

In the same passage we find the following: ‘I know L exist; the question 
is, what is this “I” that I know. If the “1” is understood strictly as we have 
been taking it, then it is quite certain that knowledge of it does not 
depend on things of whose existence I am as yet unaware.” 

It is quite certain that the knowledge of the proposition ‘I exist’ 
depends on the proposition ‘I am thinking’ as the author himself has 
explained to us. But how do we know the proposition ‘I am thinking’? It 
can only be from our inability to conceive an act without its subject. We 
cannot conceive of jumping without a jumper, of knowing without a 
knower, or of thinking without a thinker. 

It seems to follow from this that a thinking thing is something 
corporeal. For it seems that the subject of any act can be understood only 
in terms of something corporeal or in terms of matter, as the author 
himself shows later on his example of the wax:* the wax, despite the 
changes in its colour, hardness, shape and other acts, is still understood 
to be the same thing, that is, the same matter that is the subject of all 
these changes. Moreover, 1 do not infer that | am thinking by means of 
another thought. For although someone may think that he was thinking 
(for this thought is simply an act cf remembering), it is quite impossible 

x Above p. 18. 2 Ibid. 3 Above pp. 20ff. 
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for him to think that he is thinking, or to know that he is knowing, For 
then an infinite chain of questions would arise: “How do you know that 
you know that you know...» 

The knowledge of the Proposition ‘I exist’ thus depends on the 
knowledge of the proposition ‘I am thinking’; and knowledge of the 
latter proposition depends on our inability to separate thought from the 
matter that is thinking, So it seems that the correct inference is that the 
thinking thing is material rather than immaterial, 


Reply 

When I said ‘that is* lama mind, or intelligence, or intellect or reason’, 
what I meant by these terms was not mere faculties, but things endowed 
with the faculty of thought. This is what the first two terms are 
commonly taken to mean by everyone; and the second two are often 
understood in this sense. I stated this point so explicitly, and in so many 
places, that it seems to me there was no room for doubt. 

There is no comparison here between ‘a walk? and ‘thought’, ‘A walk’ 
is usually taken to refer simply to the act of walking, whereas ‘thought’ is 
sometimes taken to refer to the act, sometimes to the faculty, and 
sometimes to the thing which possesses the faculty, 

1 do not say that the thing which understands is the same as 
intellection. Nor, indeed, do | identify the thing which understands with 
the intellect, if ‘the intellect’ is taken to refer to a faculty; they are 
identical only if ‘the intellect’ is taken to refer to the thing which 
understands. Now I freely admit that I used the most abstract terms I 
could in order to refer to the thing or substance in question, because [ 
wanted to strip away from it everything that did not belong to it. This 
philosopher, by contrast, uses absolutely concrete words, namely ‘sub- 
ject’, ‘matter’ and ‘body’, to refer to this thinking thing; because he wants 
to prevent its being separated from the body. 

But | am not afraid that anyone will think my opponent’s method is 
better suited to the discovery of the truth than my own; for his method 
lumps together a large number of different items, whereas I aim to 
distinguish cach individual item as far as 1 can. But let us stop talking 
about terminology and discuss the issue itself. 

‘It may be’, he says, ‘that the thing that thinks is something corporeal. 
The contrary is assumed, not proved.’ But I certainly did not assume the 
contrary, nor did I use it as the ‘basis’ of my argument. | left it quite 
undecided until the Sixth Meditation, where it is proved. 

He is quite right in saying that ‘we cannot conceive of an act without 
its subject’. We cannot conceive of thought without a thinking thing, 
since that which thinks is not nothing. But he then goes on to say, quite 
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without any reason, and in violation of all usage and all logic: ‘It seems to 
follow from this that a thinking thing is something corporeal.’ It may be 
that the subject of any act can be understood only in terms of a substance 
{or even, if he insists, in terms of ‘matter’, Le. metaphysical matter); but it 
does not follow that it must be understood in terms of a body. 

Logicians, and people in general, normally say that some substances 
are spiritual and some are corporeal. All that 1 proved with the example 
of the wax was that colour, hardness and shape do not belong to the 
formal concept of the wax itself. 1 was not dealing in that passage with 
the formal concept of the mind or even with that of the body. 

Itis irrelevant for the philosopher to say that one thought cannot be the 
subject of another thought. For who, apart from him, ever supposed that 
it could be? If | may briefly explain the point at issue: it is certain that a 
thought cannot exist without a thing that is thinking; and in general no 
act or accident can exist without a substance for it to belong to. But we 
do not come to know a substance immediately, through being aware of 
the substance itself; we come to know it only through its being the 
subject of certain acts. Hence it is perfectly reasonable, and indeed 
sanctioned by usage, for us to use different names for substances which 
we recognize as being the subjects of quite different acts or accidents. 
And it is reasonable for us to leave until later the examination of whether 
these different names signify different things or one and the same thing. 
Now there are certain acts that we call ‘corporeal’, such as size, shape, 
motion and all others that cannot be thought of apart from local 
extension; and we use the term ‘body’ to refer to the substance in which 
they inhere. It cannot be supposed that one substance is the subject of 
shape, and another substance is the subject of local motion etc., since all 
these acts fall under the common concept of extension. There are other 
acts which we call ‘acts of thought’, such as understanding, willing, 
imagining, having sensory perceptions, and so on: these all fall under 
the common concept of thought or perception or consciousness, and we 
call the substance in which they inhere a ‘thinking thing’ or a ‘mind’. We 
can use any other term you like, provided we do not confuse this 
substance with corporeal substance. For acts of thought have nothing in 
common with corporeal acts, and thought, which is the common concept 
under which they fall, is different in kind from extension, which is the 
common concept of corporeal acts. Once we have formed two distinct 
concepts of these two substances, it is easy, on the basis of what is said in 
the Sixth Meditation, to establish whether they are one and the same or 
different. 
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THIRD OBJECTION 


Which of all these activities is distinct from my thinking? Which of them can be 
said to be separate from myself?! 


Perhaps someone will answer this question as follows: I who am 
thinking am distinct from my thought; but my thought, though not 
separate from me, is distinct from me in the same way in which (as Ihave 
said above) jumping is distinct from the jumper. If M. Descartes is 
suggesting that he who understands is the same as the understanding, we 
shail be going back to the scholastic way of talking: the understanding 
understands, the sight sees, the will wills, and, by a very close analogy, 
the walking (or at least the faculty of walking) walks. All these 
expressions are obscure, improper, and quite unworthy of M. Descartes’ 
usual clarity. 


Reply 

ido not deny that I, who am thinking, am distinct from my thought, in 
the way in which a thing is distinct from a mode. But when I ask ‘Which 
of all these activities is distinct from my thinking?’, I mean this to refer to 
the various modes of thinking which | have just listed, not to myself as a 
substance, And when I add, ‘Which of them can be said to be separate 
from myself?’, 1 simply mean that all these modes of thinking inhere in 
me. I do not see how one can pretend that there is any doubt or obscurity 
here. 


FOURTH OBJECTION 


i must therefore admit that the nature of this piece of wax is in no way revealed 
by my imagination, but is conceived by the mind alone? 

There is a great difference between imagining, that is, having an idea, 
and conceiving in the mind, that is, using a process of reasoning to infer 
that something is, or exists. But M. Descartes has not explained how they 
differ. Even the Peripatetics of classical times taught clearly enough that a 
substance is not perceived by the senses but is inferred by reasoning. 

Now, what shall we say if it turns out that reasoning is simply the 
joining together and linking of names or labels by means of the verb ‘is’? 
It would follow that the inferences in our reasoning tell us nothing at all 
about the nature of things, but merely tell us about the labels applied to 
them; that is, all we can infer is whether or not we are combining the 
names of things in accordance with the arbitrary conventions which we 


1 Above p. zg. 
2 Above p. 21. Hobbes misquotes the text; in the original, Descartes uses the verb ‘to 
perceive’ (percipere) not ‘to conceive’ (concipere). 
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have laid down in respect of their meaning. If this is so, as may well be 
the case, reasoning will depend on names, names will depend on the 
imagination, and imagination will depend (as I believe it does) merely on 
the motions of our bodily organs; and so the mind will be nothing more 
than motion occurring in various parts of an organic body. 


Reply 

I did explain the difference between imagination and a purely mental 
conception in this very example, where I listed the features of the wax 
which we imagine and those which we conceive by using the mind alone. 
And I also explained elsewhere how one and the same thing, say a 
pentagon, is understood in one way and imagined in another.! As for the 
linking together that occurs when we reason, this is not a linking of 
names but of the things that are signified by the names, and | am 
surprised that the opposite view should occur to anyone. Who doubts 
that a Frenchman and a German can reason about the same things, 
despite the fact that the words that they think of are completely different? 
And surely the philosopher refutes his own position when he talks of the 
arbitrary conventions that we have laid down concerning the meaning of 
words. For if he admits that the words signify something, why will he not 
allow that our reasoning deals with this something which is signified, 
rather than merely with the words? And surely on his account, when he 
concludes that the mind is a motion he might just as well conclude that 
the earth is the sky, or anything else he likes. 


On the Third Meditation (‘The existence of God’) 


FIFTH OBJECTION 


Some of these [viz. human thoughts] are, as it were, the images of things, and it is 
only in these cases that the term ‘‘idea” is strictly appropriate — for example, 
when | think of a man, or a chimera, or the sky, or an angel, or God? 


When I think of a man, Lam aware of an idea or image made up of a 
certain shape and colour; and I can doubt whether this image is the 
likeness of a man or not. And the same applies when I think of the sky. 
When I think of a chimera, I am aware of an idea or an image; and I can 
be in doubt as to whether it is the likeness of a non-existent animal which 
is capable of existing, or one which may or may not have existed at some 
previous time. 

But when I think of an angel, what comes to mind is an image, now of 
a flame, now of a beautiful child with wings; | feel sure that this image 

1 Med. vi, above pp. sof. 2 Above p. 25. 
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has no likeness to an angel, and hence that it is not the idea of an angel. 
But I believe that there are invisible and immaterial creatures who serve 
God; and we give the name ‘angel’ to this thing which we believe in, or 
suppose to exist. But the idea by means of which 1 imagine an angel is 
composed of the ideas of visible things. 

In the same way we have no idea or image corresponding to the sacred 
name of God. And this is why we are forbidden to worship God in the 
form of an image; for otherwise we might think that we were conceiving 
of him who is incapable of being conceived. 

It seems, then, that there is no idea of God in us. A man born blind, 
who has often approached fire and felt hot, recognizes that there is 
something which makes him hot; and when he hears that this is called 
‘fire’ he concludes that fire exists. But he does not know what shape or 
colour fire has, and has absolutely no idea or image of fire that comes 
before his mind. The same applies to a man who recognizes that there 
must be some cause of his images or ideas, and that this cause must have 
a prior cause, and so on; he is finally led to the supposition of some 
eternal cause which never began to exist and hence cannot have a cause 
prior to itsclf, and he concludes that something eternal must necessarily 
exist. But he has no idea which he can say is the idea of that eternal being; 
he merely gives the name or label ‘God’ to the thing that he believes in, or 
acknowledges to exist. ; 

Now from the premiss that we have an idea of God in our soul, M. 
Descartes proceeds to prove the theorem that God (that is, the supremely 
wise and powerful creator of the world) exists. But he ought to have 
given a better explanation of this ‘idea’ of God, and he should have gone 
on to deduce not only the existence of God but also the creation of the 
world, 


Reply 

Here my critic wants the term ‘idea’ to be taken to refer simply to the 
images of material things which are depicted in the corporeal 
imagination; and if this is granted, it is easy for him to prove that there 
can be no proper idea of an angel or of God. But I make it quite clear in 
several places throughout the book, and in this passage in particular, that 
fam taking the word ‘idea’ to refer to whatever is immediately perceived 
by the mind. For example, when i want something, or am afraid of 
something, I simultaneously perceive that I want, or am afraid; and this is 
why I count volition and fear among my ideas. I used the word ‘idea’ 
because it was the standard philosophical term used to refer to the forms 
of perception belonging to the divine mind, even though we recognize 
that God does not possess any corporeal imagination. And besides, there 
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was not any more appropriate term at my disposal. I think I did give a 
full enough explanation of the idea of God to satisfy those who are 
prepared to attend to my meaning; | cannot possibly satisfy those who 
prefer to attribute a different sense to my words than the one I intended. 
As for the comment at the end regarding the creation of the world, this is 
quite irrelevant. 


SIXTH OBJECTION 


Other thoughts have various additional forms: thus when I will or am afraid, or 
affirm, or deny, there is always a particular thing which | take as the object of my 
thought, but my thought includes something more than the likeness of that thing. 
Some thoughts in this category are called volitions or emotions, while others are 
called judgements.! 


When someone wills, or is afraid, he has an image of the thing that he 
fears or the action that he wills; but what more does his thought include 
beyond this? This is not explained. Even if we grant that fear is a thought, 
it can only, as far as I can see, be the thought of the thing we are afraid of. 
For what is fear of a charging lion if not the idea of a charging lion plus 
the effect which this idea produces in the heart, which in turn induces in 
the frightened man that animal motion which we call ‘flight’? Now this 
motion of flight is not a thought; so the upshot is that fear does not 
involve any thought, apart from the thought that consists in the likeness 
of the thing feared. And the same applies to willing. 

As for affirmation and denial, these cannot be separated from language 
and names; thus brute beasts cannot affirm or deny, even in thought; and 
hence they cannot make judgements. Nevertheless the thought may be 
similar in man and beast. For when we assert that a man is running, our 
thought is no different from the thought that a dog has when he sees his 
master running. Hence affirmation and denial add nothing to simple 
thoughts except perhaps the thought that the names involved in the 
assertion denote the very things which the person making the assertion 
takes them to denote. But this is not a case of a thought’s including more 
than a likeness of a thing; it is a case of its including the same likeness 
twice. 


Reply 
It is self-evident that seeing a lion and at the same time being afraid of it is 
different from simply seeing it. And seeing a man run is different from 
silently affirming to oneself that one sees him. | see nothing here that 
needs answering. 

x Above pp. asf. 
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SEVENTH OBJECTION 


It only remains for me to examine how } received this idea from God. For J did 
hot acquire it from the senses; it has never come to me unexpectedly, as usually 
happens with the ideas of things that are perceivable by the senses, when these 
things present themselves to the external sense organs — or seem to do so. And it 
was not invented by me either; for 1 am plainly unable either to take away 
anything from it or to add anything to it, The only remaining alternative is thar it 
is innate in me, just as the idea of myself is innate in me.! 


If, as seems to be the case, we do not have an idea of God (and it is not 
proved that we do), then the whole of this argument collapses. As for the 
idea of myself, this arises from sight, if we are thinking of ‘myself’ as my 
body; and if we are thinking of my soul, then the soul is something of 
which we have no idea at all. We rationally infer that there is something 
within the human body which gives it the animal motion by means of 
which it has sensations and moves; and we call this ‘something’ a soul, 
without having an idea of it. 


Reply 

If we do have an idea of God — and it is manifest that we do — then this 
whole objection collapses. As for the further Point that we do not have an 
idea of the soul, but rationally infer its existence, this amounts to saying 
that although there is no image of the soul depicted in the corporeal 
imagination, we nevertheless do have what | call an idea of it. 


EIGHTH OBJECTION 


The other idea of the sun is based on astronomical reasoning, that is, it is derived 
from certain notions which are innate in me? 

It seems that there is only one idea of the sun at any one time, 
irrespective of whether we are looking at it with our eyes, or our 
reasoning gives us to understand that it is many times larger than it 
appears. The ‘other’ idea is not an idea of the sun, but is a rational 
inference that the idea of the sun would be many times larger if one 
looked at it from a much closer distance, 

Certainly there can be different ideas of the sun at different times, e.g. 
if one looks at the sun with the naked eye and then later looks at it with a 
telescope. But astronomical arguments do not make the idea of the sun 
larger or smaller; they simply show that the idea that is acquired from the 
senses is deceptive. 


r Above p. 35. 2 Above p. 27. 
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Reply 
Here again, what the objector says is not an idea of the sun, but which he 
nevertheless describes, is precisely what I call an idea. 


NINTH OBJECTION 


Undoubtedly the ideas which represent substances to me amount to something 
more and, so to speak, contain within themselves more objective reality than the 
ideas which merely represent modes or accidents. Again, the idea that gives me 
my understanding of a supreme God, eternal, infinite, omniscient, omnipotent 
and the creator of ail things that exist apart from him, certainly has in it more 
objective reality than the ideas that represent finite substances.! 


Thave already frequently pointed out that we do not have an idea of 
God, or of the soul. I will now add that we do not have an idea of 
substance. For substance, in so far as it is the matter which is the subject 
of accidental properties and of changes, is something that is established 
solely by reasoning; it is not something that is conceived, or that presents 
any idea to us. If this is true, how can one say that the ideas which represent 
substances to me amount to something more or contain more objective 
reality than those which represent accidents? Moreover, M. Descartes 
should consider afresh what ‘more reality’ means. Does reality admit of 
more and less? Or does he think one thing can be more of a thing than 
another? If so, he should consider how this can be explained to us with 
that degree of clarity that every demonstration calls for, and which he 
himself has employed elsewhere. 


Reply 

Ihave frequently pointed out that J use the term ‘idea’ to apply to what is 
established by reasoning as well as anything else that is perceived in any 
manner whatsoever. I have also made it quite clear how reality admits of 
more and less. A substance is more of a thing than a mode; if there are 
real qualities or incomplete substances, they are things to a greater extent 
than modes, but to a lesser extent than complete substances; and, finally, 
if there is an infinite and independent substance, it is more of a thing than 
a finite and dependent substance. All this is completely self-evident. 


TENTH OBJECTION 


So there remains only the idea of God; and ! must consider whether there is any- 
thing in the idea which could not have originated in myself. By the word ‘God’ 
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I understand a substance that is infinite, independent, supremely intelligent, 
supremely powerful, and which created both myself and everything else (if 
anything else there be) that exists. All these attributes are such that the more 
carefully 1 concentrate on them, the less possible it seems that they could have 
originated from me alone. So from what has been said it must be concluded that 
God necessarily exists.! 


When I consider the attributes of God in order to get an idea of God 
and to see whether there is anything in the idea that could not have been 
derived from ourselves, what ! find, if 1am not mistaken, is this. What we 
think of in connection with the name ‘God’ does not, I agree, originate in 
ourselves; but it need not be derived from any source other than external 
objects. By the term ‘God’ I understand a substance; that is, Lunderstand 
that God exists (though my understanding does not come from an idea 
but from reasoning). This substance, moreover, is infinite {that is, it is 
impossible for me to conceive or imagine any supposed limits or 
extremities without being able to imagine further limits beyond them). 
And it follows from this that what arises in connection with the term 
‘infinite’ is not the idea of the infinity of God but the idea of my own 
boundaries or limits. In addition, the substance is independent; that is, | 
do not conceive of a cause which produced God. From this it is clear that 
the idea which J have in connection with the term ‘independent’ is simply 
the memory of my own ideas, which began at different times and hence 
are dependent. 

Hence to say that God is independent is simply to say that God belongs 
to the class of things such that I cannot imagine their origin. Similarly, to 
say that God is infinite is the same as saying that he belongs to the class of 
things such that we do not conceive of them as having bounds. It follows 
that any idea of God is ruled out. For what sort of idea is it which has no 
origin and no limits? 

God is supremely intelligent. What, may I ask, is the idea which 
enables M. Descartes to understand the operation of God’s understand- 
ing? 

Supremely powerful. Again, what idea enables us to understand 
power, which relates to future things, that is, things which do not yet 
exist. My own understanding of power comes from an image or memory 
of past actions, and I arrive at it as follows: ‘if something acted, ir was 
able to act; so if it continues to exist it will be able to act again, that is, it 
has the power of acting.’ But these are all ideas which are capable of 
having arisen from external objects. 

‘The creator of all that exists. | can construct for myself a sort of image 
of creation from what I have seen, e.g. a man being born or growing as it 

t Above p. 31. 
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were from a single point to the size and shape which he now has. This is 
the only sort of idea which anyone has in connection with the term 
‘creator’, But our ability to imagine the worid to have been created is not 
a sufficient proof of the creation. Hence, even if the existence of 
something infinite, independent, supremely powerful etc. had been 
demonstrated, it still would not follow that a creator exists. Unless 
anyone thinks that the following inference is correct: “There exists a 
being whom we believe to have created all things; therefore, the world 
was in fact created by him at some stage’. 

Moreover, when M. Descartes says that the ideas of God and of our 
souls are innate in us, i should like to know if the souls of people who are 
in a deep, dreamless sleep are thinking. If they are not, they do not have 
any ideas at the time. It follows that no idea is innate; for what is innate is 
always present. 


Reply 

Nothing that we attribute to God can have been derived from external 
objects as a copy is derived from its original, since nothing in God 
resembles what is to be found in external, that is corporeal, things. Now 
any elements in our thought which do not resemble external objects 
manifestly cannot have originated in external objects, but must have 
come from the cause which produced this diversity in our thought. 

And how, may I ask, does the philosopher derive his notion of God’s 
understanding simply from external things? I can exactly explain the idea 
I have of God’s understanding; for by an ‘idea’ | mean whatever is the 
form of a given perception. Now everyone surely perceives that there are 
things he understands. Hence everyone has the form or idea of 
understanding; and by indefinitely extending this he can form the idea of 
God’s understanding. And a similar procedure applies to the other 
attributes of God. 

In order to prove the existence of God, we made use of the idea of God 
which is in us. And such immense power is contained in this idea that we 
understand that, if God exists, it is a contradiction that anything else 
should exist which was not created by him. In view of this it clearly 
follows that in demonstrating the existence of God we have also 
demonstrated that God created the entire world, or all things which exist 
apart from him. 

Lastly, when we say that an idea is innate in us, we do not mean that it 
is always there before us. This would mean that no idea was innate. We 
simply mean that we have within ourselves the faculty of summoning up 
the idea, 
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ELEVENTH OBJECTION 


The whole force of the argument lies in this: I recognize that it would be 
impossible for me to exist with the kind of nature | have — that is, having within 
me the idea of God — were it not the case that God really existed. By ‘God’ | mean 
the very being the idea of whom is within me.! 


Since it has not been demonstrated that we have the idea of God, and 
since the Christian religion obliges us to believe that God cannot be 
conceived of (which means, in my view, that we have no idea of him), it 
follows that no demonstration has been given of the existence of God, let 
alone the creation. 


Reply 
When they say that God ‘cannot be conceived of’, this refers to 
conceiving in such a way as to have a fully adequate grasp of him.’ As for 
how we can have an idea of God, I have gone over this ad nauseam. 
There is absolutely nothing in this objection to invalidate my demonstra- 
tions. 


On the Fourth Meditation (‘Truth and falsity’) 


TWELFTH OBJECTION 


lunderstand, then, that error as such is not something real but is merely a defect. 
Hence my going wrong does not require me to have a faculty specially bestowed 
on me by God? 


It is certain that ignorance is merely a defect, so we do not need any 
positive faculty in order to be ignorant. But the point is not so obvious in 
the case of error. it seems that stones and inanimate objects are incapable 
of making mistakes simply because they lack the power of reasoning and 
imagining. So the obvious inference is that in order to go wrong one 
needs the power of reasoning, or at least the power of imagining, and 
these are both positive faculties which have been given to all those, and 
only to those, who go wrong. 

What is more, M. Descartes says ‘I notice that my errors depend on 
two concurrent causes, namely on the faculty of knowledge which is in 
me, and on the faculty of choice or freedom of the will.’* This seems to 
contradict the earlier passage. And it should also be noted that the 
freedom of the will is assumed without proof, and in opposition to the 
view of the Calvinists. 


1 Above p. 35. 2 See above footnote 1, p.32. 3 Above p. 38. 
4 Above p. 39. 
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Reply 

It is true that in order to go wrong we need the faculty of reasoning, or 
rather of judging (that is, affirming and denying), since error is a defect in 
this faculty. But it does not follow that this defect is something real, any 
more than blindness is something real, although the mere fact that stones are 
incapable of vision does not make us call them blind. 1am surprised that 
I have so far found not one valid argument in these objections. On the 
question of our freedom, I made no assumptions beyond what we all 
experience within ourselves. Our freedom is very evident by the natural 
light. Nor do I understand why this passage is said to contradict the 
earlier one. 

There may indeed be many people who, when they consider the fact 
that God pre-ordains all things, cannot grasp how this is consistent with 
our freedom. But if we simply consider ourselves, we will all realize in the 
light of our own experience that voluntariness and freedom are one and 
the same thing. This is no place for examining the opinion of other 
people on this subject. 


THIRTEENTH OBJECTION 


For example, during these past few days | have been asking whether anything in 
the world exists, and I have realized that from the very fact of my raising this 
question it follows quite evidently that I exist. | could not bur judge that 
something which | understood so clearly was true; but this was not because I was 
compelled so to judge by any external force, but because a great light in the 
intellect was followed by a great inclination in the will, and thus the spontaneity 
and freedom of my belief was all the greater in proportion te my lack of 
indifference.! 


‘The phrase ‘a great light in the intellect’ is metaphorical, and so has no 
force in the argument. Moreover, anyone who is free from doubt claims 
he has such ‘great light’ and has no less strong a propensity of the will to 
affirm what he has no doubt about than someone who possesses real 
knowledge. Hence this ‘light’ can explain why someone obstinately 
defends or holds on to a given opinion, but it cannot explain his 
knowledge of its truth. 

Further, it is not only knowing something to be true that is indepen- 
dent of the will, but also believing it or giving assent to it. If something is 
proved by valid arguments, or is reported as credible, we believe it 
whether we want to or not. It is true that affirmation and denial, 
defending and refuting propositions, are acts of will; but it does not 
follow that our inner assent depends on the will. 


1 Above p. 41. 
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There is thus no valid demonstration of the subsequent conclusion, viz. 
‘In this incorrect use of free will may be found the privation which 
constitutes the essence of error’.! 


Reply 

It is quite irrelevant whether the phrase ‘a great light’ has force in the 
argument or not; what matters is whether it helps to explain matters — 
and it does. As everyone knows, a ‘light in the intellect’ means trans- 
parent clarity of cognition; and while perhaps not everyone who thinks 
he possesses this does in fact possess it, this does not prevent its being 
quite different from a stubborn opinion which is formed in the absence of 
any evident perception. 

As for the claim that we assent to things which we clearly perceive, 
whether we want to or not, this is like saying that we seek a clearly 
known good whether we want to or not. The qualification ‘or not’ is 
inappropriate in such contexts, since it implies that we both will and do 
not will the same thing. 


On the Fifth Meditation (‘The essence of material things’) 


FOURTEENTH OBJECTION 


When, for example, I imagine a triangle, even if perhaps no such figure exists, or 
has ever existed, anywhere outside my thought, there is still a determinate nature, 
or essence, or form of the triangle which is immutable and eternal, and not 
invented by me or dependent on my mind. This is clear from the fact that various 
properties can be demonstrated of the triangle.? 


If the triangle does not exist anywhere, I do not understand how it has 
a nature. For what is nowhere is not anything, and so does not have any 
being or nature. A triangle in the mind arises from a triangle we have 
seen, or else it is constructed out of things we have seen. But once we use 
the label ‘triangle’ to apply to the thing which we think gave rise to the 
idea of a triangle, then the name remains even if the triangle itself is 
destroyed. Similarly, once we have conceived in our thought that all the 
angles of a triangle add up to two right angles, and we bestow on the 
triangle this second label ‘having its angles equal to two right angles’, 
then the label would remain even if no angles existed in the world. And 
thus eternal truth will belong to the proposition ‘a triangle is that which 
has its three angles equal to two right angles’. But the nature of a triangle 
will not be eternal, for it might be that every single triangle ceased to 
exist. 

1 Ibid. 2 Above pp. 44f. 
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Similarly, the proposition ‘Man is an animal’ will be eternally true 
because the names are eternal; but when the human race ceases to be, 
there will be no human nature any more. 

It is clear from this that essence, in so far as it is distinct from existence, 
is nothing more than a linking of terms by means of the verb ‘is’, And 
hence essence without existence is a mental fiction. It seems that essence 
is to existence as the mental image of a man is to a man; or the essence of 
Socrates is to the existence of Socrates as the proposition ‘Socrates is a 
mar? is to the proposition ‘Socrates is, or exists’. Now when Socrates 
does not exist, the proposition ‘Socrates is a man’ signifies merely a 
linking of terms; and ‘is’ or ‘to be’ carries the image of the unity of a thing 
to which two terms are applied. 


Reply 

The distinction between essence and existence is known to everyone. And 
this talk about eternal names, as opposed to concepts or ideas of eternal 
truths, has already been amply tefuted. 


On the Sixth Meditation (‘The existence of material things’) 


FIFTEENTH OBJECTION 


For God has given me no faculty at all for recognizing this [viz. whether ideas are 
emitted by bodies or not]; on the contrary, he bas given me a great propensity to 
believe that they are produced by corporeal things. So I do not see how God could 
be understood to be anything but a deceiver if the ideas were transmitted from a 
source other than corporeal things. It follows that corporeal things exist.! 


The standard view is that doctors are not at fault if they deceive their 
patients for their health’s sake, and that fathers are not at fault if they 
deceive their children for their own good. For the crime of deception 
consists not in the falsity of what is said but in the harm done by the 
deceiver. M. Descartes should thus consider the proposition ‘God can in 
no case deceive us’ and see whether it is universally true. For if it is not 
universally true, the conclusion “Therefore corporeal things exist’ does 
not follow. 


Reply 

My conclusion does not require that we can in no case be deceived 
(indeed, | have readily admitted that we are often deceived). All that I 
require is that we are not deceived in cases where cur going wrong would 
suggest an intention to deceive on the part of God; for it is self 


1 Above p. 55. 
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contradictory that God should have such an intention. Once more my 
opponent’s reasoning is invalid. 


FINAL OBJECTION 


For | now notice that there is a vast difference between the two [viz. berween the 
waking state and dreams], in that dreams are never linked by memory with all the 
other actions of life.! 


Consider someone who dreams that he is in doubt as to whether he is 
dreaming or not. My question is whether such a man could not dream 
that his dream fits in with his ideas of a long series of past events. If this is 
possible, then what appear to the dreamer to be actions belonging to his 
past life could be judged to be true occurrences, just as if he were awake. 
Moreover, as the author himself asserts, the certainty and truth of all 
knowledge depends solely on our knowledge of the true God. But in that 
case an atheist cannot infer that he is awake on the basis of memory of 
his past life. The alternative is that someone can know he is awake 
without knowledge of the true God. 


Reply 

A dreamer cannot really connect his dreams with the ideas of past events, 
though he may dream that he does. For everyone admits that a man may 
be deceived in his sleep. But afterwards, when he wakes up, he will easily 
recognize his mistake. 

An atheist can infer that he is awake on the basis of memory of his past 
life. But he cannot know that this criterion is sufficient to give him the 
certainty that he is not mistaken, if he does not know that he was created 
by a non-deceiving God. 


1 Above p. 6. 
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FOURTH SET OF OBJECTIONS! 


Letter to a distinguished gentleman 


Sir, 

Though you have done me a kindness, you certainly want your reward. 
Indeed, you are exacting a heavy price for the great favour you have done 
me, in that you have allowed me to see this brilliant work only on 
condition that | should make public my opinion of it. This is certainly a 
hard condition, which only my eagerness to see this superb piece of work 
has driven me to accept; and I would gladly try to get out of it if, instead 
of the traditional Praetor’s dispensation applying to contracts entered 
into ‘through force or fear’, | could claim a new excusing condition 
applying to those ‘made under the influence of pleasure’. 

What exactly do you want? You can hardly be after my opinion of the 
author, since you already know how highly I rate his outstanding 
intelligence and exceptional learning. Moreover, you know of all the 
tedious commitments that keep me busy, and if you have an unsuitably 
high opinion of my powers, that certainly does not make me any less 
aware of my own inadequacy. Yet the work you are giving me to 
scrutinize requires both an uncommon intellect and, above all, a calm 
mind, which can be free from the hurly-burly of all external things and 
have the leisure to consider itself — something which, as you are well 
aware, can happen only if the mind meditates attentively and keeps its 
gaze fixed upon itself. Nevertheless, since you command, I must obey; 
and if | go astray it will be your fault, since it is you who are compelling 
me to write. Now it could be claimed that the work under discussion 
belongs entirely to philosophy; yet since the author has, with great 
decorum, submitted himself to the tribunal of the theologians, I propose 
to play a dual role here. Firstly | shall put forward what seem to me to be 
the possible philosophical objections regarding the major issues of the 
nature of our mind and of God; and then I shall set out the problems 
which a theologian might come up against in the work as a whole. 


1 By Arnauld (see above p. 64). The Objections are addressed to Mersenne, who acted as 
intermediary between Arnauld and Descartes. 
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THE NATURE OF THE HUMAN MIND 


The first thing that I find remarkable is that our distinguished author has 
laid down as the basis for his entire philosophy exactly the same principle 
as that laid down by St Augustine — a man of the sharpest intellect and a 
remarkable thinker, not only on theological topics but also on philo- 
sophical ones. In Book 1 chapter 3 of De Libero Arbitrio,' Alipius, when 
he is disputing with Euodius and is about to prove the existence of God, 
says the following: ‘First, if we are to take as our starting point what is 
most evident, I ask you to tell me whether you yourself exist. Or are you 
perhaps afraid of making a mistake in your answer, given that, if you did 
not exist, it would be quite impossible for you to make a mistake?’ This is 
like what M. Descartes says: ‘But there is a deceiver of supreme power 
and cunning who is deliberately and constantly deceiving me. In that case 
too undoubtedly exist, if he is deceiving me.” But let us go on from here 
and, more to the point, see how this principle can be used to derive the 
result that our mind is separate from our body. 

{can doubt whether I have a body, and even whether there are any 
bodies at all in the world. Yet for all that, | may not doubt that [ am or 
exist, so long as 1 am doubting or thinking. 

Therefore | who am doubting and thinking am not a body. For, in that 
case, in having doubts about my body I should be having doubts about 
myself. : 

Indeed, even if | obstinately maintain that there are no bodies 
whatsoever, the proposition still stands, namely that | am something, and 
hence | am not a body. 

This is certainly very acute. But someone is going to bring up the 
objection which the author raises against himself: the fact that | have 
doubts about the body, or deny that it exists, does not bring it about that 
no body exists. “Yet may it not perhaps be the case that these very things 
which [ am supposing to be nothing, because they are unknown to me, 
are in reality identical with the “I” of which | am aware? I do not know,’ 
he says ‘and for the moment | shall not argue the point. | know thar I 
exist; the question is, what is this “I” that | know? If the “I” is 
understood strictly as we have been taking it, then it is quite certain that 
knowledge of it does not depend on things of whose existence | am as yet 
unaware,” 

But the author admits that in the argument set out in the Discourse on 
the Method the proof excluding anything corporeal from the nature of 
1 On Free Will. Augustine’s views were a major source of inspiration for the Jansenist 

school of theology, of which Arnauld was a prominent supporter. 


2 Med. u, above p. 17. 
3 Above p. 18. 
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the mind was not put forward ‘in an order corresponding to the actual 
truth of the matter’ but merely in an order corresponding to his ‘own 
perception’. So the sense of the passage was that he was aware of nothing 
at all which he knew belonged to his essence except that he was 2 
thinking thing.! From this answer it is clear that the objection still stands 
in precisely the same form as it did before, and that the question he 
promised to answer still remains outstanding: How does it follow, from 
the fact that he is aware of nothing else belonging to his essence, that 
nothing else does in fact belong to it?? I must confess that | am somewhat 
slow, but I have been unable to find anywhere in the Second Meditation 
an answer to this question. As far as | can gather, however, the author 
does attempt a proof of this claim in the Sixth Meditation, since he takes 
it to depend on his having clear knowledge of God, which he had not yet 
arrived at in the Second Meditation. This is how the proof goes: 


i know that everything which I clearly and distinctly understand is capable of 
being created by God so as to correspond exactly with my understanding of it. 
Hence the fact that I can clearly and distinctly understand one thing apart from 
another is enough to make me certain that the two things are distinct, since they 
are capable of being separated, at least by God. The question of what kind of 
power is required to bring about such a separation does not affect the judgement 
that the two things are distinct ... Now on the one hand I have a clear and 
distinct idea of myself, in so far as 1 am simply a thinking, non-extended thing; 
and on the other hand I have a distinct idea of body, in so far as this is simply an 
extended, non-thinking thing. And accordingly, it is certain that I am really 
distinct from my body, and can exist without it 


We must pause a little here, for it seems to me that in these few words 
lies the crux of the whole difficulty. 

First of all, if the major premiss of this syllogism is to be true, it must 
be taken to apply not to any kind of knowledge of a thing, nor even to 
clear and distinct knowledge; it must apply solely to knowledge which is 
adequate. For our distinguished author admits in his reply to the 
theologian, that if one thing can be conceived distinctly and separately 
from another ‘by an abstraction of the intellect which conceives the thing 
inadequately’, then this is sufficient for there to be a formal distinction 
between the two, but it does not require that there be a real distinction.t 
And in the same passage he draws the following conclusion: 


By contrast, | have a complete understanding of what a body is when | think that 
it is merely something having extension, shape and motion, and I deny that it has 


1 The argument in question comes in the Discourse, part 4: vol. 1, p. 127. Descartes’ 
qualifying comments, quoted by Arnauld, are from the Preface to the Meditations; see 
above, p. 7. 

2 See Preface, above p.7. 3 Above p. 54. 4 Cf, First Replies, above pp. 85f. 
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anything which belongs to the nature of a mind. Conversely, I understand the 
mind to be a complete thing, which doubts, understands, wills, and so on, even 
though | deny that it has any of the attributes which are contained in the idea of a 
body. Hence there is a real distinction between the body and the mind.' 

But someone may call this minor premiss into doubt and maintain that 
the conception you have of yourself when you conceive of yourself as a 
thinking, non-extended thing is an inadequate one; and the same may be 
true of your conception of yourself as an extended, non-thinking thing. 
Hence we must look at how this is proved in the earlier part of the 
argument. For I do not think that this matter is so clear that it should be 
assumed without proof as a first principle that is not susceptible of 
demonstration. 

As to the first part of your claim, namely that you have a complete 
understanding of what a body is when you think that it is merely 
something having extension, shape, motion etc., and you deny that it has 
anything which belongs to the nature of a mind, this proves little. For 
those who maintain that our mind is corporeal do not on that account 
suppose that every body is a mind. On their view, body would be related 
to mind as a genus is related to a species. Now a genus can be understood 
apart from a species, even if we deny of the genus what is proper and 
peculiar to the species — hence the common maxim of logicians, “The 
negation of the species does not negate the genus.’ Thus | can understand 
the genus ‘figure’ apart from my understanding of any of the properties 
which are peculiar to a circle. It therefore remains to be proved that the 
mind can be completely and adequately understood apart from the body. 

I cannot see anywhere in the entire work an argument which could 
serve to prove this claim, apart from what is suggested at the beginning: 
‘Ican deny that any body exists, or that there is any extended thing at all, 
yet it remains certain to me that I exist, so long as | am making this denial 
or thinking it. Hence | am a thinking thing, not @ body, and the body 
does not belong to the knowledge I have of myself. 

But so far as I can see, the only result that follows from this is that I can 
obtain some knowledge of myself without knowledge of the body. But it 
is not yet transparently clear to me that this knowledge is complete and 
adequate, so as to enable me to be certain that | am not mistaken in 
excluding body from my essence. I shall explain the point by means of an 
example, 

Suppose someone knows for certain that the angle in a semi-circle is a 
right angle, and hence that the triangle formed by this angle and the 
diameter of the circle is right-angled. In spite of this, he may doubt, or 


1 Above p. 86. 2‘... ie. your body’ (supplied in French version). 
3 Not an exact quotation. Cf. Med. 1, above pp. 17-19. 
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not yet have grasped for certain, that the square on the hypotenuse is 
equal to the squares on the other two sides; indeed he may even deny this 
if he is misled by some fallacy. But now, if he uses the same argument as 
that proposed by our illustrious author, he may appear to have confirma- 
tion of his false belief, as follows: ‘I clearly and distinctly perceive’, he 
may say, ‘that the triangle is right-angled; but 1 doubt that the square on 
the hypotenuse is equal to the squares on the other two sides; therefore it 
does not belong to the essence of the triangle that the square on its 
hypotenuse is equal to the squares on the other sides.’ 

Again, even if 1 deny that the square on the hypotenuse is equal to the 
square on the other two sides, | still remain sure that the triangle is 
right-angled, and my mind retains the clear and distinct knowledge that 
one of its angles is a right angle. And given that this is so, not even God 
could bring it about that the triangle is not right-angled. 

I might argue from this that the property which I doubt, or which can 
be removed while leaving my idea intact, does not belong to the essence 
of the triangle. 

Moreover, ‘I know’, says M. Descartes, ‘that everything which I clearly 
and distinctly understand is capable of being created by Ged so as to 
correspond exactly with my understanding of it. And hence the fact that I 
can clearly and distinctly understand one thing apart from another is 
enough to make me certain that the two things are distinct, since they are 
capable of being separated by God.’! Yet I clearly and distinctly 
understand that this triangle is right-angled, without understanding that 
the square on the hypotenuse is equal to the squares on the other sides. It 
follows on this reasoning that God, at least, could create a right-angled 
triangle with the square on its hypotenuse not equal to the squares on the 
other sides. 

I do not see any possible reply here, except that the person in this 
example does not clearly and distinctly perceive that the triangle is 
right-angled. But how is my perception of the nature of my mind any 
clearer than his perception of the nature of the triangle? He is just as 
certain that the triangle in the semi-circle has one right angle (which is the 
criterion of a right-angled triangle) as 1 am certain that I exist because I 
am thinking. 

Now although the man in the example clearly and distinctly knows 
that the triangle is right-angled, he is wrong in thinking that the aforesaid 
relationship between the squares on the sides does not belong to the 
nature of the triangle. Similarly, although I clearly and distinctly know 
my nature to be something that thinks, may I, too, not perhaps be wrong 
in thinking that nothing else belongs to my nature apart from the fact 

1 Med. vi, above p. 54. 
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that I am a thinking thing? Perhaps the fact that | am an extended thing 
may also belong to my nature. 

Someone may also make the point that since J infer my existence from 
the fact that | am thinking, it is certainly no surprise if the idea that I form 
by thinking of myself in this way represents to my mind nothing other 
than myself as a thinking thing. For the idea was derived entirely from 
my thought. Hence it seems that this idea cannot provide any evidence 
that nothing belongs to my essence beyond what is contained in the idea. 

It seems, moreover, that the argument proves too much, and takes us 
back to the Platonic view (which M. Descartes nonetheless rejects) that 
nothing corporeal belongs to our essence, so that man is merely a rational 
soul and the body merely a vehicle for the soul — a view which gives rise 
to the definition of man as ‘a soul which makes use of a body’. 

If you reply that body is not straightforwardly excluded from my 
essence, but is ruled out only and precisely in so far as | am a thinking 
thing, it seems that there is a danger that someone will suspect that my 
knowledge of myself as a thinking thing does not qualify as knowledge of 
a being of which I have a complete and adequate conception; it seems 
instead that | conceive of it only inadequately, and by a certain 
intellectual abstraction. 

Geometers conceive of a line as a length without breadth, and they 
conceive of a surface as length and breadth without depth, despite the 
fact that no length exists without breadth and no breadth without depth. 
In the same way, someone may perhaps suspect that every thinking thing 
is also an extended thing — an extended thing which, besides the 
attributes it has in common with other extended things, such as shape, 
motion, etc., also possesses the peculiar power of thought. This would 
mean that although, simply in virtue of this power, it can by an 
intellectual abstraction be apprehended as a thinking thing, in reality 
bodily attributes may belong to this thinking thing. In the same way, 
although quantity can be conceived in terms of length alone, in reality 
breadth and depth belong to every quantity, along with length. 

The difficulty is increased by the fact that the power of thought appears 
to be attached to bodily organs, since it can be regarded as dormant in 
infants and extinguished in the case of madmen, And this is an objection 
strongly pressed by those impious people who try to do away with the 
soul. 

So far | have dealt with the real distinction between our mind and the 
body. But since our distinguished author has undertaken to demonstrate 
the immortality of the soul, it may rightly be asked whether this evidently 
follows from the fact that the soul is distinct from the body. According to 
the principles of commonly accepted philosophy this by no means 
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follows, since people ordinarily take it that the souls of brute animals are 
distinct from their bodies, but nevertheless perish along with them. 

L had got as far as this in my comments, and was intending to show 
how the author’s principles, which 1 thought 1 had managed to gather 
from his method of philosophizing, would enable the immortality of the 
soul to be inferred very easily from the real distinction between the mind 
and the body. But at this point, a little study composed by our illustrious 
author. was sent to me,' which apart from shedding much light on the 
work as a whole, puts forward the same solution to the point at issue 
which I was on the point of proposing. 

As far as the souls of the brutes are concerned, M. Descartes elsewhere 
suggests clearly enough that they have none. All they have is a body 
which is constructed in a particular manner, made up of various organs 
in such a way that all the operations which we observe can be produced 
in it and by means of it? 

But I fear that this view will not succeed in finding acceptance in 
people’s minds unless it is supported by very solid arguments. For at 
first sight it seems incredible that it can come about, without the 
assistance of any soul, that the light reflected from the body of a 
wolf onto the eyes of a sheep should move the minute fibres of the 
optic nerves, and that on reaching the brain this motion should 
spread the animal spirits throughout the nerves in the manner neces- 
sary to precipitate the sheep’s flight. 

One point which I will add here is that I wholly agree with the 
distinguished author’s doctrines concerning the distinction between the 
imagination and the intellect or thought, and the greater certainty which 
attaches to what we grasp by means of reason as against what we observe 
by means of the bodily senses. I long ago learned from Augustine, in 
Chapter 15 of De Animae Quantitate, that we must completely dismiss 
those who believe that what we see with the intellect is less certain than 
what we see with these bodily eyes, which have to contend with a 
perpetual discharge of phlegm.? This leads Augustine to say in the 
Soliloquies, Book 1, Chapter 4, that when doing geometry he found the 
senses to be like a ship. He goes on: 


For when they had brought me to the place 1 was aiming for, | sent them away, 
and, now that I had set foot on the shore, began to examine these matters using 
my thought alone. But for a long time my footsteps remained unsteady. Hence | 
think that a man can sooner sail on dry land than he can perceive geometrical 
matters through the senses, even though the senses do appear to give us some 
smail assistance when we begin to learn, 


i The Synopsis (see above pp. 9f). 2. Cf. Discourse, part 5: vol. 1, pp. 139ff. 
3 One of the four ‘humours’ of medieval physiology. 
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CONCERNING GOD 


The first proof of the existence of God, which our author sets out in the 
Third Meditation, falls into two parts. The first part is that God exists if 
there is an idea of God in me; the second is that given that 1 possess such 
an idea, the only possible source of my existence is God. 

In the first part, the only thing | would criticize is this. The author first 
asserts that ‘falsity in the strict sense can occur only jn judgements’; but a 
little later he admits that ideas can be false — not ‘formally false’ but 
‘materially false’,' and this seems to me to be inconsistent with the 
author’s own principles. 

I am afraid that on a topic as obscure as this | may not be able to 
explain what I want to say with sufficient lucidity; but an example will 
clarify the issue. The author says that ‘if cold is merely the absence of 
heat, the idea of cold which represents it to me as a positive thing will be 
materially false’? 

But if cold is merely an absence, then there cannot be an idea of cold 
which represents it to me as a positive thing, and so our author is here 
confusing a judgement with an idea. 

What is the idea of cold? It is coldness itself in so far as it exists 
objectively in the intellect. But if cold is an absence, it cannot exist 
objectively in the intellect by means of an idea whose objective existence 
is a positive entity. Therefore, if cold is merely an absence, there cannot 
ever be a positive idea of it, and hence there cannot be an idea which is 
materially false. 

This is confirmed by the very argument that the author uses to prove 
that the idea of an infinite being cannot but be a true idea, since, though I 
can pretend that such a being does not exist, 1 cannot pretend that the 
idea of such a being does not represent anything real to me. 

The same can plainly be said of any positive idea. For although it can 
be imagined that cold, which I suppose to be represented by a positive 
idea, is not something positive, it cannot be imagined that the positive 
idea does not represent anything real and positive to me. For an idea is 
called ‘positive’ not in virtue of the existence it has as a mode of thinking 
(for in that sense all ideas would be positive), but in virtue of the 
objective existence which it contains and which it represents to our mind. 
Hence the idea in question may perhaps not be the idea of cold, but it 
cannot be a false idea. 

But, you may reply, it is false precisely because it is not the idea of cold. 
No: it is your judgement that is false, if you judge that it is the idea of 
cold. The idea itself, within you, is completely true. In the same way, the 

1 Above p. 30. 2 Ibid. (not am exact quotation). 
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idea of God should never be called false ~ not even ‘materially false’, even 
though someone may transfer it to something which is not God, as 
idolaters have done. 

Lastly, what does the idea of cold, which you say is materially false, 
represent to your mind? An absence? But in that case it is true. A positive 
entity? But in that case it is not the idea of cold. Again, what is the cause 
of the positive objective being which according to you is responsible for 
the idea’s being materially false? ‘The cause is myself’, you may answer, 
‘in so far as | come from nothing.’ But in that case, the positive objective 
being of an idea can come from nothing, which violates the author’s most 
important principles. 

But let us go on to the second half of sie proof, where the author asks 
‘whether I who have the idea of an infinite being could derive my 
existence from any other source than an infinite being, and, in particular, 
whether I could derive my existence from myself’.! The author maintains 
that I could not derive my existence from myself since ‘if I had bestowed 
existence on myself I should also have given myself all the perfections of 
which I find I have an idea’.? But his theological critic has an acute reply 
to this: the phrase ‘to derive one’s existence from oneself’ should be taken 
not positively but negatively, so that it simply means ‘not deriving one’s 
existence from another’. ‘But now’, the critic continues, ‘if something 
derives its existence from itself in the sense of “not from another”, how 
can we prove that this being embraces all things and is infinite? This time 
I shall not listen if you say “If it derives its existence from itself, it could 
have given itself all things.” For it does not derive its existence from itself 
as a cause, nor did it exist prior to itself so that it could choose in advance 
what it should subsequently be.” 

To refute this argument, M. Descartes maintains that the phrase 
‘deriving one’s existence from oneself’ should be taken not negatively but 
positively, even when it refers to God, so that God ‘in a sense stands in 
the same relation to himself as an efficient cause does to its effect’.* This 
seems to me to be a hard saying, and indeed to be false. 

Thus I partly agree with M. Descartes and partly disagree with him. I 
agree that I could only derive my existence from myself if I did so in the 
positive sense, but I do not agree that the same should be said of God. On 
the contrary, I think it is a manifest contradiction that anything should 
derive its existence positively and as it were causally from itself. Hence I 
propose to establish the same result as our author, but by a completely 
different route, as follows. 

In order to derive my existence from myself, I should have to derive my 


1 Cf. above pp. 32-4. 2 Above p. 33. 3 First Objections, above pp. 68f. 
4 First Replies, above p. 80. 
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existence from myself positively and, as it were, causally. Therefore it is 
impossible that I derive my existence from myself. 

The major premiss of this syllogism is proved by the author’s own 
arguments based on the fact that, since the moments of time can be 
mutually separated, ‘it does not follow from the fact that I exist now that 
I shall continue to exist unless there is some cause which as it were creates 
me afresh at each moment’.! 

As for the minor premiss,? I think it is so clear by the natural light that 

it is scarcely susceptible of any proof, apart from the trivial kind of proof 
that establishes a well-known result by means of premisses that are less 
well-known. What is more, the author seems to have recognized its truth, 
since he has not ventured to deny it openly. Consider, for example, what 
he says in replying to his theological critic: 
Idid not say that it was impossible for something o be the efficient cause of itself. 
This is obviously the case when the term ‘efficient’ is taken to apply only to causes 
which are prior in time to their effects, or different from them. But such a 
restriction does not seem appropriate in the present context ... for the natural 
light does not establish that the concept of an efficient cause requires that it be 
prior in time to its effect.3 

This is quite true, so far as the first disjunct goes, but why has he 
omitted the second one? Why did he not add that the natural light does 
not establish that the concept of an efficient cause requires that it be 
different from its effect? Was it because the light of nature did not permit 
him to make this assertion? 

Since every effect depends on a cause and receives its existence from a 
cause, surely it is clear that one and the same thing cannot depend on 
itself or receive its existence from itself. 

Again, every cause is the cause of an effect, and every effect is the effect 
of a cause. Hence there is a mutual relation between cause and effect. But 
a relation must involve two terms. 

What is more, it is absurd to conceive of a thing’s receiving existence 
yet at the same time possessing that existence prior to the time when we 
conceive that it received it. Yet this is just what would happen if we were 
to apply the notion of cause and effect to the same thing in respect of 
itself. For what is the notion of a cause? The bestowing of existence. And 
what is the notion of an effect? Receiving existence. The notion of a cause 
is essentially prior to the notion of an effect. 

Now we cannot conceive of something under the concept of a cause as 
bestowing existence unless we conceive of it as possessing existence; for 

1 Cf. above p. 33. 


2 That I cannot derive my existence from myself positively and causally. 
3 First Replies, above p. 78. 
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no one can give what he does not have. Hence we should be conceiving of 
a thing as having existence before conceiving it as having received 
existence; yet, in the case of any receiver, the receiving precedes the 
possessing. 

The argument can also be put as follows. No one gives what he does 
not have. Hence no one can give himself existence unless he already has 
it. But if he already has it, why should he give it to himself? 

Finally, the author asserts that ‘it is evident by the natural light that the 
distinction between creation and preservation is only a conceptual one’.! 
But it is evident by the same natural light that nothing can create itself. 
Therefore nothing can preserve itself. 

But if we may come down from the general thesis to the particular case 
of God, it will now in my view be even clearer that God cannot derive his 
existence from himself in the positive sense, but can do so only in the 
negative sense of not deriving it from anything else. 

This is clear first of all from the argument that the author himself uses 
to prove that if a body derives existence from itself it must do so in the 
positive sense. He says: ‘The separate divisions of time do not depend on 
each other; hence the fact that the body in question is supposed to have 
existed up till now “from itself”, that is, without a cause, is not suffi- 
cient to make it continue to exist in future, unless there is some power in 
it which, as it were, recreates it continuously.? 

But so far from this argument being applicable in the case of a 
supremely perfect or infinite being, we can actually infer the opposite 
result, and for opposite reasons. Contained within the idea of an infinite 
being, is the fact that the duration of this being is infinite, i.e. not 
restricted by any limits; and it follows from this that it is indivisible, 
permanent, and existing all at once, so that the concepts of ‘before’ and 
‘after’ cannot be applied, except through an error and imperfection of 
our intellect. 

It manifestly follows from this that an infinite being cannot be 
conceived of as existing even for a moment unless it is also conceived of 
as having always existed and as being bound to continue to exist for 
eternity (the author himself establishes this elsewhere). And hence it is 
pointless to ask why this being should continue in existence. 

Augustine, whose remarks on the subject of God are as worthwhile 
and sublime as any that have appeared since the time of the sacred 
authors, frequently explains that in God there is no past or future but 
only eternally present existence. This makes it even clearer that the 
question of why God should continue in existence cannot be asked 
without absurdity, since the question manifestly involves the notions of 

x Above p. 33. 2 First Replies, above p. 79. 
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‘before’ and ‘after’, past and future, which should be excluded from the 
concept of an infinite being. 

Moreover, God cannot be thought of as deriving his existence ‘from 
himseif’ in the positive sense, as if he had created himself in the 
beginning. For then he would have existed before he existed. God is 
thought of as deriving existence ‘from himself only (as our author 
frequently deciares) because he does in reality keep himself in existence. 

But self-preservation does not apply to an infinite being any more than 
an original self-creation. For what, may I ask, is preservation if not a 
continual re-creation of something. Thus all preservation presupposes 
original creation. What is more, the very terms ‘continuation’ and 
‘preservation’ imply some potentiality, whereas an infinite being is pure 
actuality, without any potentiality. 

We should therefore conclude that God cannot be conceived of as 
deriving existence from himself in the positive sense, except through an 
imperfection of our intellect, which conceives of God after the fashion of 
created things. A further argument will make this even clearer. 

We look for the efficient cause of something only in respect of its 
existence, not in respect of its essence. For example, if I see a triangle, 1 
may look for the efficient cause that is responsible for the existence of this 
triangle; but | cannot without absurdity inquire into the efficient cause of 
this triangle’s having three angles equal to two right angles. If anyone 
makes such an inquiry, the correct response would be not to give an 
efficient cause, but to explain that this is the nature of a triangle. This is 
why mathematicians, who do not deal with the existence of the objects 
they study, never give demonstrations involving efficient or final causes. 
But it belongs to the essence of an infinite being that it exists, or, if you 
will, that it continues in existence, no less than it belongs to the essence of 
a triangle to have its three angles equal to two right angles. Now if 
anyone asks why a triangle has its three angles equal to two right angles, 
we should not answer in terms of an efficient cause, but should simply say 
that this is the eternal and immutable nature of a triangle. And similarly, 
if anyone asks why God exists, or continues in existence, we should not 
try to find either in God or outside him any efficient cause, or quasi- 
efficient cause (I am arguing about the reality, not the name); instead, we 
should confine our answer to saying that the reason lies in the nature of a 
supremely perfect being. 

‘The author says that the light of nature establishes thar if anything 
exists we may always ask why it exists — that is, we may inquire into its 
efficient cause, or if it does not have one, we may demand why it does not 
have one.' To this | answer that if someone asks why God exists, we 

1 First Replies, above p. 78. 
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should not answer in terms of an efficient cause, but should explain that 
he exists simply because he is God, or an infinite being. And if someone 
asks for an efficient cause of God, we should reply that he does not need 
an efficient cause. And if the questioner goes on to ask why he does not 
need an efficient cause, we should answer that this is because he is an 
infinite being, whose existence is his essence. For the only things that 
require an efficient cause are those in which actual existence may be 
distinguished from essence. 

This disposes of the argument which follows the passage just quoted: 
‘Hence’, says the author, ‘if i thought that nothing could possibly have 
the same relation to itself as an efficient cause has to its effect, | should 
certainly not conclude that there was a first cause. On the contrary, ! 
should go on to ask for the cause of the so-called “first” cause, and thus 
I would never reach anything which was the first cause of everything 
else.”! 

Not at all. If 1 thought we ought to look for the efficient cause, or 
quasi-efficient cause, of any given thing, then what I would be looking for 
would be a cause distinct from the thing in question, since it is compietely 
evident to me that nothing can possibly stand in the same relation to itself 
as that in which an efficient cause stands to its effect. 

I think the author’s attention should be drawn to this point, so that he 
can give the matter his careful and attentive consideration. For | am sure 
that it will scarcely be possible to find a single theologian who will not 
object to the proposition that God derives his existence from himself in 
the positive sense, and as it were causally. 

L have one further worry, namely how the author avoids reasoning in a 
circle when he says that we are sure that what we clearly and distinctly 
perceive is true only because God exists.” : 

But we can be sure that God exists only because we clearly and 
distinctly perceive this. Hence, before we can be sure that God exists, we 
ought to be able to be sure that whatever we perceive clearly and 
evidently is true. 

Let me add something which | forgot to include earlier. The author 
lays it down as certain that there can be nothing in him, in so far as he is a 
thinking thing, of which he is not aware,’ but it seems to me that this is 
false. For by ‘himself, in so far as he is a thinking thing’, he means simply 
his mind, in so far as it is distinct from the body. But all of us can surely 
see that there may be many things in our mind of which the mind is not 
aware. The mind of an infant in its mother’s womb has the power of 
thought, but is not aware of it. And there are countless similar examples, 
which I will pass over. 

1 Above p. 78. 2 Ch Med. v, above p. 48. 3. Cf. Med. 11, above p. 33. 
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POINTS WHICH MAY CAUSE DIFFICULTY TO THEOLOGIANS 


In order to bring to an end a discussion that is growing tiresomely long, | 
would now like to aim for brevity, and simply indicate the issues rather 
than argue them out in detail. 

First, | am afraid that the author’s somewhat free style of philoso- 
phizing, which calls everything inte doubt, may cause offence to some 
people. He himself admits in the Discourse on the Method that this 
approach is dangerous for those of only moderate intelligence; but | 
agree that the risk of offence is somewhat reduced in the Synopsis.! 

Nevertheless, { rather think that the First Meditation should be 
furnished with a brief preface which explains that there is no serious 
doubt cast on these matters but that the purpose is to isolate temporarily 
those matters which leave room for even the ‘slightest? and most 
‘exaggerated’ doubt (as the author himself puts it elsewhere);? it should 
be explained that this is to facilitate the discovery of something so firm 
and stable that not even the most perverse sceptic will have even the 
slightest scope for doubt. Following on from this point, where we find the 
clause ‘since I did not know the author of my being’, | would suggest a 
substitution of the clause ‘since I was pretending that I did not know. . 3 

In the case of the Fourth Meditation (‘Truth and Falsity’), I am 
extremely anxious, for many reasons which would take too long to list, 
that the author should make two things clear, either in the Meditation 
itself or in the Synopsis. 

The first is that when the author is inquiring into the cause of error, he 
is dealing above all with the mistakes we commit in distinguishing 
between the true and the false, and not those that occur in our pursuit of 
good and evil, 

The discussion of the first kind of error is all that is needed for the 
author’s plan and aim, and the comments he makes there on the cause of 
error would give rise to the most serious objections if they were stretched 
out of context to cover the pursuit of good and evil. Hence it seems to me 
that prudence requires, and the order of exposition to which our author 
is so devoted demands, that anything which is not relevant and which 
could give rise to controversy should be omitted. For otherwise the 
reader may be drawn into pointless quarrels over irrelevancies and be 
hindered in his perception of what is essential. 

The second point ! should like our author to stress is that, where he 


1 Discourse, part 2, {see vol. 1, p. 118); Synopsis, above PP. 9,11, 

2 Cf. Med. 1, above p. 16; Med. v1, above p. 61. 

3 Med. vi, above p. 53. Descartes adopted Arnauld’s advice and inserted a qualifying 
phrase in brackets. 
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asserts that we should assent only to what we clearly and distinctly 
know, he is dealing solely with matters concerned with the sciences and 
intellectual contemplation, and not with matters belonging to faith and 
the conduct of life, and hence that his strictures apply only to rashly 
adopted views of the opinionated, and not to the prudent beliefs of the 
faithful. 

As St Augustine wisely points out in De Utilitate Credendi? Chapter 


TS; 


There are three things in the soul of man which it is very important to distinguish, 
even though they are closely related: understanding, belief and opinion. 

A person understands if he grasps something by means of a reliable reason. He 
believes if he is influenced by weighty authority to accept a truth even though he 
does not grasp it by means of a reliable reason. And he is guilty of being 
opinionated if he thinks he knows something of which he is ignorant. 

To be opinionated is a very grave fault, for two reasons. Firstly, if someone is 
convinced that he knows the answer already, he will be unable to learn, even 
when there is something to be learnt. And secondly, hastiness is in itself a mark of 
a disordered soul. 

lf we understand something, then we owe it to reason; if we believe something, 
we owe it to authority; and if we are opinionated about something, this is based 
on error. This distinction will help us to understand that we are not guilty of 
being hasty and opinionated when we hold on to our faith in matters which we 
do not yet grasp. 

Those who say that we should believe nothing but what we know are obsessed 
with avoiding the charge of being opinionated, which it must be admitted is a 
disgraceful and wretched fault. But we should carefully reflect on the fact that 
there is a very great difference between, on the one hand, reckoning one knows 
something and, on the other hand, understanding that one is ignorant about it yet 
believing it under the influence of some authority. If we reflect on this we will 
surely avoid the charges of error on the one hand, and inhumanity and arrogance 
on the other. 


A little later, in Chapter 12 Augustine adds ‘I could produce many 
arguments to show that absolutely nothing in human society will be safe 
if we decide to believe only what we can regard as having been clearly 
perceived.’ These, then, are the views of St Augustine. 

M. Descartes, prudent man that he is, will readily judge how important 
it is to make the distinctions just outlined. For otherwise those many 
people who in our age are prone to impiety may distort his words in 
order to subvert the faith. 

But what I see as likely to give the greatest offence to theologians is 
that according to the author’s doctrines it seems that the Church’s 


1 See footnote to Synopsis, above p. ri. 2 ‘On the Benefits of Faith’. 
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teaching concerning the sacred mysteries of the Eucharist cannot remain 
completely intact. 

We believe on faith that the substance of the bread is taken away from 
the bread of the Eucharist and only the accidents remain. These are 
extension, shape, colour, smell, taste and other qualities perceived by the 
senses. 

But the author thinks there are no sensible qualities, but merely various 
motions in the bodies that surround us which enable us to perceive the 
various impressions which we subsequently call ‘colour’, ‘taste’ and 
‘smell’. Hence only shape, extension and mobility remain. Yet the author 
denies that these powers are intelligible apart from some substance for 
them to inhere in, and hence he holds that they cannot exist without such 
a substance. He repeats this in his reply to his theological critic.! 

Further, he recognizes no distinction between the states of a substance 
and the substance itself except for a formal one; yet this kind of 
distinction seems insufficient to allow for the states to be separated from 
the substance even by God. 

lam sure that the great piety of our illustrious author will lead him to 
ponder on this matter attentively and diligently, and that he will take the 
view that he is obliged to devote his most strenuous efforts to the 
problem. For otherwise, even though his intention was to defend the 
cause of God against the impious, he may appear to have endangered the 
very faith, founded by divine authority, which he hopes will enable him 
to obtain that eternal life of which he has undertaken to convince 
mankind. 


i First Replies, above p. 86. 
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I could not possibly wish for a more perceptive or more courteous critic 
of my book than the gentleman whose comments you have sent me.' He 
has dealt with me so considerately that I can easily perceive his goodwill 
towards myself and the cause that I defend. At the same time, where he 
has attacked me he has looked into the issues so deeply, and examined all 
the related topics so carefully, that 1 am sure that there are no 
outstanding difficulties elsewhere that have escaped his watchful atten- 
tion, What is more, where he thinks my views are not acceptable, he has 
pressed his criticisms so acutely that | am not afraid of anyone’s 
supposing that he has kept back any objections for the sake of the cause. 
In view of this, | am not so much disturbed by his criticisms as happy that 
he has not found more to attack. 


REPLY TO PART ONE, DEALING WITH THE NATURE OF 
THE HUMAN MIND 


1 shall not waste time here by thanking my distinguished critic for 
bringing in the authority of St Augustine to support me, and for setting 
out my arguments so vigorously that he seems to fear that their strength 
may not be sufficiently apparent to anyone else. 

But I will begin by pointing out where it was that I embarked on 
proving ‘how, from the fact that | am aware of nothing else belonging to 
my essence (that is, the essence of the mind alone) apart from the fact that 
Iam a thinking thing, it follows that nothing else does in fact belong to 
it’? The relevant passage is the one where | proved that God exists — a 
God who can bring about everything that I clearly and distinctly 
recognize as possible.? 

Now it may be that there is much within me of which | am not yet 
aware (for example, in this passage | was in fact supposing that I was not 
x Descartes addresses Mersenne, who acted as intermediary between him and Amauld, 


author of the Fourth Set of Objections; see Translator’s preface, above p. 64. 
2 See above p.r4o. 3 Cf. above Med. v, pp. 48f, and Med. vi, p. 54. 
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yet aware that the mind possessed the power of moving the body, or that 
it was substantially united to it). Yet since that of which I am aware is 
sufficient to enable me to subsist with it and it alone, I am certain that i 
could have been created by God without having these other attributes of 
which | am unaware, and hence that these other attributes do not belong 
to the essence of the mind. 

For if something can exist without some attribute, then it seems to me 
that that attribute is not included in its essence. And although mind is 
part of the essence of man, being united to a human body is not strictly 
speaking part of the essence of mind. 

1 must also explain what | meant by saying that ‘a real distinction 
cannot be inferred from the fact that one thing is conceived apart from 
another by an abstraction of the intellect which conceives the thing 
inadequately. It can be inferred only if we understand one thing apart 
from another completely, or as a complete thing.”! 

Ido not, as M. Arnauld assumes,’ think that adequate knowledge of a 
thing is required here. Indeed, the difference between complete and 
adequate knowledge is that if a piece of knowledge is to be adequate it 
must contain absolutely all the properties which are in the thing which is 
the object of knowledge. Hence only God can know that he has adequate 
knowledge of all things. 

A created intellect, by contrast, though perhaps it may in fact possess 
adequate knowledge of many things, can never know it has such 
knowledge unless God grants it a special revelation of the fact. In order 
to have adequate knowledge of a thing all that is required is that the 
power of knowing possessed by the intellect is adequate for the thing in 
question, and this can easily occur. But in order for the intellect to know 
it has such knowledge, or that God put nothing in the thing beyond what 
itis aware of, its power of knowing would have to equal the infinite 
power of God, and this plainly could not happen on pain of contradic- 
tion. 

Now in order for us to recognize a real distinction between two things 
it cannot be required that our knowledge of them be adequate if it is 
impossible for us to know that it is adequate. And since, as has just been 
explained, we can never know this, it follows that it is not necessary for 
our knowledge to be adequate. 

Hence when I said that ‘it does not suffice for a real distinction that one 
thing is understood apart from another by an abstraction of the intellect 
which conceives the thing inadequately’, I did not think this would be 
x Cf above p. 140, and First Replies, above pp. 85f. 


2 The name is supplied here and elsewhere for the reader's convenience; in the original 
Descartes refers to his critic simply as ‘the distinguished gentleman’. 
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taken to imply that adequate knowledge was required to establish a real 
distinction. All | meant was that we need the sort of knowledge that we 
have not ourselves made inadequate by an abstraction of the intellect. 

There is a great difference between, on the one hand, some item of 
knowledge being wholly adequate, which we can never know with 
certainty to be the case unless it is revealed by God, and, on the other 
hand, its being adequate enough to enable us to perceive that we have not 
rendered it inadequate by an abstraction of the intellect. 

In the same way, when I said that a thing must be understood 
completely, | did not mean that my understanding must be adequate, but 
merely that I must understand the thing well enough to know that my 
understanding is complete. 

I thought | had made this clear from what I had said just before and 
just after the passage in question. For a little earlier I had distinguished 
between ‘incomplete’ and ‘complete’ entities, and I had said that for there 
to be a real distinction between a number of things, each of them must be 
understood as ‘an entity in its own right which is different from 
everything else’.! 

And later on, after saying that I had ‘a complete understanding of what 
a body is’, | immediately added that I also ‘understood the mind to be a 
complete thing’. The meaning of these two phrases was identical; that is, 
I took ‘a complete understanding of something’ and ‘understanding 
something to be a complete thing’ as having one and the same meaning. 

But here you may justly ask what I mean by a ‘complete thing’, and 
how I prove that for establishing a real distinction it is sufficient that two 
things can be understood as ‘complete’ and that each one can be 
understood apart from the other. 

My answer to the first question is that by a ‘complete thing’ I simply 
mean a substance endowed with the forms or attributes which enable me 
to recognize that it is a substance. 

We do not have immediate knowledge of substances, as | have noted 
elsewhere. We know them only by perceiving certain forms or attributes 
which must inhere in something if they are to exist; and we call the thing 
in which they inhere a ‘substance’. 

But if we subsequently wanted to strip the substance of the attributes 
through which we know it, we would be destroying our entire knowledge 
of it. We might be able to apply various words to it, but we could not 
have a clear and distinct perception of what we meant by these words. 

Iam aware that certain substances are commonly called ‘incomplete’. 
But if the reason for calling them incomplete is that they are unable to 
exist on their own, then I confess [ find it self-contradictory that they 

1 First Replies, above p. 86. 
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should be substances, that is, things which subsist on their own, and at 
the same time incomplete, that is, not possessing the power to subsist on 
their own. it is also possible to call a substance incomplete in the sense 
that, although it has nothing incomplete about it gua substance, it is 
incomplete in so far as it is referred to some other substance in 
conjunction with which it forms something which is a unity in its own 
right. 

Thus a hand is an incomplete substance when it is referred to the whole 
body of which it is a part; but it is a complete substance when it is 
considered on its own. And in just the same way the mind and the body 
are incomplete substances when they are referred to a human being 
which together they make up. But if they are considered on their own, 
they are complete. 

For just as being extended and divisible and having shape ete. are 
‘forms or attributes by which | recognize the substance called body, so 
understanding, willing, doubting etc. are forms by which | recognize the 
substance which is called mind. And 1 understand a thinking substance to 
be just as much a complete thing as an extended substance. 

It is quite impossible to assert, as my distinguished critic maintains, 
that ‘body may be related to mind as a genus is related to a species’.! 
For although a genus can be understood without this or that specific 
differentia, there is no way in which a species can be thought of without 
its genus. 

For example, we can easily understand the genus ‘figure’ without 
thinking of a circle (though our understanding will not be distinct unless 
it is referred to some specific figure and it will not involve a complete 
thing unless it also comprises the nature of body). But we cannot 
understand any specific differentia of the ‘circle’ without at the same time 
thinking of the genus ‘figure’. 

Now the mind can be perceived distinctly and ‘completely (that is, 
sufficiently for it to be considered as a complete thing) without any of the 
forms or attributes by which we recognize that body is a substance, as 1 
think I showed quite adequately in the Second Meditation. And similarly 
a body can be understood distinctly and as a complete thing, without any 
of the attributes which belong to the mind. 

But here my critic argues that although | can obtain some knowledge 
of myself without knowledge of the body, it does not follow that this 
knowledge is complete and adequate, so as to enable me to be certain 
that | am not mistaken in excluding body from my essence,? He explains 
the point by using the example of a triangle inscribed in a semi-circle, 
which we can clearly and distinctly understand to be right-angled 

x Above p. 141. 2 Ibid. 
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although we do not know, or may even deny, that the square on the 
hypotenuse is equal to the squares on the other sides. But we cannot infer 
from this that there could be a right-angled triangle such that the square 
on the hypotenuse is not equal to the squares on the other sides. 

But this example differs in many respects from the case under 
discussion. 

First of all, though a triangle can perhaps be taken concretely as a 
substance having a triangular shape, .it is certain that the property of 
having the square on the hypotenuse equal to the squares on the other 
sides is not a substance. So neither the triangle nor the property can be 
understood as a complete thing in the way in which mind and body can 
be so understood; nor can either item be called a ‘thing’ in the sense in 
which I said ‘it is enough that I can understand one thing (that is, a 
complete thing) apart from another’ etc.! This is clear from the passage 
which comes next: ‘Besides | find in myself faculties’ etc. I did not say 
that these faculties were things, but carefully distinguished them from 
things or substances. 

Secondly, although we can clearly and distinctly understand that a 
triangle in a semi-circle is right-angled without being aware that the 
square on the hypotenuse is equal to the squares on the other two sides, 
we cannot have a clear understanding of a triangle having the square on 
its hypotenuse equal to the squares on the other sides without at the same 
time being aware that it is right-angled. And yet we can clearly and 
distinctly perceive the mind without the body and the body without the 
mind. 

Thirdly, although it is possible to have a concept of a triangle inscribed 
in a semi-circle which does not include the fact that the square on the 
hypotenuse is equal to the squares on the other sides, it is not possible to 
have a concept of the triangle such that no ratio at all is understood to 
hold between the square on the hypotenuse and the squares on the other 
sides. Hence, though we may be unaware of what that ratio is, we cannot 
say that any given ratio does not hold unless we clearly understand that it 
does not belong to the triangle; and where the ratio is one of equality, 
this can never be understood. Yet the concept of body includes nothing at 
all which belongs to the mind, and the concept of mind includes nothing 
at all which belongs to the body. 

So although I said ‘it is enough that I can clearly and distinctly 
understand one thing apart from another’ etc., one cannot go on to argue 
‘yet I clearly and distinctly understand that this triangle is right-angled 
without understanding that the square on the hypotenuse’ etc.’ There are 
three reasons for this. First, the ratio between the square on the 

1 Med. vi, above p. 54. 2 Above p. 142. 
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hypotenuse and the squares on the other sides is not a complete thing. 
Secondly, we do not clearly understand the ratio to be equal except in the 
case of a right-angled triangle. And thirdly, there is no way in which the 
triangle can be distinctly understood if the ratio which obtains between 
the square on the hypotenuse and the squares on the other sides is said 
not to hold. 

But now I must explain how the mere fact that I can clearly and 
distinctly understand one substance apart from another is enough to 
make me certain that one excludes the other.! 

The answer is that the notion of a substance is just this — that it can 
exist by itself, that is without the aid of any other substance. And there is 
no one who has ever perceived two substances by means of two different 
concepts without judging that they are really distinct. 

Hence, had I not been looking for greater than ordinary certainty, I 
should have been content to have shown in the Second Meditation that 
the mind can be understood as a subsisting thing despite the fact that 
nothing belonging to the body is attributed to it, and that, conversely, the 
body can be understood as a subsisting thing despite the fact that nothing 
belonging to the mind is attributed to it. | should have added nothing 
more in order to demonstrate that there is a real distinction between the 
mind and the body, since we commonly judge that the order in which 
things are mutually related in our perception of them corresponds to the 
order in which they are related in actual reality. But one of the 
exaggerated doubts which I put forward in the First Meditation went so 
far as to make it impossible for me to be certain of this very point 
(namely whether things do in reality correspond to our perception of 
them), so long as I was supposing myself to be ignorant of the author of 
my being. And this is why everything | wrote on the subject of God and 
truth in the Third, Fourth and Fifth Meditations contributes to the 
conclusion that there is a real distinction between thé mind and the body, 
which I finally established in the Sixth Meditation. 

And yet, says M. Arnauld, ‘I have a clear understanding of a triangle 
inscribed in a semi-circle without knowing that the square on the 
hypotenuse is equal to the squares on the other sides,”? It is true that the 
triangle is intelligible even though we do not think of the ratio which 
obtains between the square on the hypotenuse and the squares on the 
other sides; but it is not intelligible that this ratio should be denied of the 
triangle. In the case of the mind, by contrast, not only do we understand 
it to exist without the body, but, what is more, all the attributes which 
belong to a body can be denied of it. For it is of the nature of substances 
that they should mutually exclude one another. 

1 Cf. Med. vi, above p. 54. 2 Cf. above p. 142. 
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M. Arnauld goes on to say: ‘Since i infer my existence from the fact 
that ] am thinking, it is certainly no surprise if the idea that i form in this 
way represents me simply as a thinking thing.’! But this is no objection to 
my argument. For it is equally true that when | examine the nature of the 
body, | find nothing at all in it which savours of thought. And we can 
have no better evidence for a distinction between two things than the fact 
that if we examine either of them, whatever we find in one is different 
from what we find in the other. 

Nor do I see why this argument ‘proves too much’ For the fact that 
one thing can be separated from another by the power of God is the very 
least that can be asserted in order to establish that there is a real 
distinction between the two. Also, I thought I was very careful to guard 
against anyone inferring from this that man was simply ‘a soul which 
makes use of a body’. For in the Sixth Meditation, where ! dealt with the 
distinction between the mind and the body, I also proved at the same 
time that the mind is substantially united with the body.’ And the 
arguments which | used to prove this are as strong as any | can remember 
ever having read. Now someone who says that a man’s arm is a substance 
that is really distinct from the rest of his body does not thereby deny that 
the arm belongs to the nature of the whole man. And saying that the arm 
belongs to the nature of the whole man does not give rise to the suspicion 
that it cannot subsist in its own right. In the same way, I do not think I 
proved too much in showing that che mind can exist apart from the body. 
Nor do I think | proved too little in saying that the mind is substantially 
united with the body, since that substantial union does not prevent our 
having a clear and distinct concept of the mind on its own, as a complete 
thing. The concept is thus very different from that of a surface or a line, 
which cannot be understood as complete things unless we attribute to 
them not just length and breadth but also depth. 

Finally the fact that ‘the power of thought is dormant in infants and 
extinguished in madmen™ (1 should say not ‘extinguished’ but ‘dis- 
turbed’), does not show that we should regard it as so attached to bodily 
organs that it cannot exist without them. The fact that thought is often 
impeded by bodily organs, as we know from our own frequent experi- 
ence, does not at all entail that it is produced by those organs. This latter 
view is one for which not even the slightest proof can be adduced. 

I must admit, however, that the fact that the mind is closely conjoined 
with the body, which we experience constantly through our senses, does 
result in our not being aware of the real distinction between mind and 
body unless we attentively meditate on the subject. But I think that those 
who repeatedly ponder on what i wrote in the Second Meditation will be 

t Chabove p.143. 2 Ibid. 3 Above pp. 56ff. 4 Above p. 143. 
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easily convinced that the mind is distinct from the body, and distinct not 
just by a fiction or abstraction of the intellect: it can be known as a 
distinct thing because it is in reality distinct. 

I will not answer my critic’s further observations regarding the 
immortality of the soul, because they do not conflict with my views. As 
far as the souls of the brutes are concerned, this is not the place to 
examine the subject, and, short of giving an account of the whole of 
physics, I cannot add to the explanatory remarks J made in Part 5 of the 
Discourse on the Method." But to avoid passing over the topic in silence, 
I will say that I think the most important point is that, both in our bodies 
and those of the brutes, no movements can occur without the presence of 
all the organs or instruments which would enable the same movements to 
be produced in a machine. So even in our own case the mind does not 
directly move the external limbs, but simply controls the animal spirits 
which flow from the heart via the brain into the muscles, and sets up 
certain motions in them; for the spirits are by their nature adapted with 
equal facility to a great variety of actions. Now a very large number of 
the motions occurring inside us do not depend in any way on the mind. 
These include heartbeat, digestion, nutrition, respiration when we are 
asleep, and also such waking actions as walking, singing and the like, 
when these occur without the mind attending to them. When people take 
a fall, and stick out their hands so as to protect their head, it is not reason 
that instructs them to do this; it is simply that the sight of the impending 
fall reaches the brain and sends the animal spirits into the nerves in the 
manner necessary to produce this movement even without any mental 
volition, just as it would be produced in a machine. And since our own 
experience reliably informs us that this is so, why should we be so 
amazed that the ‘light reflected from the body of a wolf onto the eyes of a 
sheep” should equally be capable of arousing the movements of flight in 
the sheep? : 

But if we wish to determine by the use of reason whether any of the 
movements of the brutes are similar to those which are performed in us 
with the help of the mind, or whether they resemble those which depend 
merely on the flow of the animal spirits and the disposition of the organs, 
then we should consider the differences that can be found between men 
and beasts. | mean the differences which | set out in Part 5 of the 
Discourse on the Method, for I think these are the only differences to be 
found. if we do this, it will readily be apparent that all the actions of the 
brutes resemble only those which occur in us without any assistance from 
the mind. And we shall be forced to conclude from this that we know 
of absolutely no principle of movement in animals apart from the 

t See above p. 144 and vol. 1, pp. t39ff. 2 Above p. 144. 
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disposition of their organs and the continual flow of the spirits which are 
produced by the heat of the heart as it rarefies the blood. We shall also 
see that there was no excuse for our imagining that any other principle of 
motion was to be found in the brutes. We made this mistake because we 
failed to distinguish the two principles of motion just described; and on 
seeing that the principle depending solely on the animal spirits and 
organs exists in the brutes just as it does in us, we jumped to the 
conclusion that the other principle, which consists in mind or thought, 
also exists in them. Things which we have become convinced of since our 
earliest years, even though they have subsequently been shown by 
rational arguments to be false, cannot easily be eradicated from our 
beliefs unless we give the relevant arguments our long and frequent 
attention. 


REPLY TO PART TWO, CONCERNING GOD 


Up till now I have attempted to refute my critic’s arguments and to stand 
up to his attack. But from now I will follow the example of those who are 
matched with opponents who are superior in strength: instead of meeting 
him head on I will dodge his blows. 

Only three criticisms are raised by M. Arnauld in this section, and they 
can all be accepted if they are taken in the sense which he intends. But 
when I wrote what I did, I meant it in another sense, which seems to me 
to be equally correct. 

The first point is that certain ideas are materially false.' As 1 interpret 
this claim, it means that the ideas are such as to provide subject-matter 
for error. But M. Arnauld concentrates on ideas taken in the formal 
sense, and maintains that there is no falsity in them. 

The second point is that God derives his existence from himself 
‘positively and as it were causally’.? By this | simply meant that the reason 
why God does not need any efficient cause in order to exist depends on a 
positive thing, that is, the very immensity of God, which is as positive as 
anything can be. M. Arnauld, however, shows that God is not self- 
created or self-preserved by any positive influence of an efficient cause; 
and this I quite agree with. 

The third and last point is that ‘there can be nothing in our mind of 
which we are not aware’.? | meant this to refer to the operations of the 
mind; but M. Arnauld takes it to apply to the mind’s powers, and so 
denies it. 

But let us deal with the points more carefully one at a time. When M. 
Arnauld says ‘if cold is merely an absence, there cannot be an idea of cold 
which represents it as a positive thing’,* it is clear that he is dealing solely 

1 Above p. 145. 2 Above pp. 146ff. 3 Above p. 150. 4 Above p. 145. 
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with an idea taken in the formal sense. Since ideas are forms of a kind, 
and are not composed of any matter, when we think of them as 
representing something we are taking them not materially but formally. 
If, however, we were considering them not as representing this or that 
but simply as operations of the intellect, then it could be said that we 
were taking them materially, but in that case they would have no 
reference to the truth or falsity of their objects. So | think that the only 
sense in which an idea can be said to be ‘materially false’ is the one which 
lexplained. Thus, whether cold is a positive thing or an absence does not 
affect the idea I have of it, which remains the same as it always was. It is 
this idea which, I claim, can provide subject-matter for error if it is in fact 
true that cold is an absence and does not have as much reality as heat; for 
if | consider the ideas of cold and heat just as I received them from my 
senses, | am unable to tell that one idea represents more reality to me 
than the other. 

I certainly did not ‘confuse a judgement with an idea’.! For | said that 
the falsity to be found in an idea is material falsity, while the falsity 
involved in a judgement can only be formal. 

When my critic says that the idea of cold ‘is coldness itself in so far as it 
exists objectively in the intellect’,? I think we need to make a distinction. 
For it often happens in the case of obscure and confused ideas — and the 
ideas of heat and cold fall into this category — that an idea is referred to 
something other than that of which it is in fact the idea. Thus if cold is 
simply an absence, the idea of cold is not coldness itself as it exists 
objectively in the intellect, but something else, which | erroneously 
mistake for this absence, namely a sensation which in fact has no 
existence outside the intellect. 

The same point does not apply to the idea of God, of at least to the 
idea of God which is clear and distinct, since it cannot be said to refer to 
something with which it does not correspond. But as for the confused 
ideas of gods which are concocted by idolaters, | see no reason why they 
too cannot be called materially false, in so far as they provide the 
idolaters with subject-matter for false judgements. Yet ideas which give 
the judgement little or no scope for error do not seem as much entitled to 
be called materially false as those which give great scope for error, It is 
easy to show by means of examples that some ideas provide much greater 
scope for error than others. Confused ideas which are made up at will by 
the mind, such as the ideas of false gods, do not provide as much scope 
for error as the confused ideas arriving from the senses, such as the ideas 
of colour and cold (if it is true, as I have said, that these ideas do not 
represent anything real). The greatest scope for error is provided by the 

1 ibid. 2 Ibid. 
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ideas which arise from the sensations of appetite. Thus the idea of thirst 
which the patient with dropsy has does indeed give him subject-matter 
for error, since it can lead him to judge that a drink will do him good, 
when in fact it will do him harm. 

But my critic asks what the idea of cold, which I described as 
materially false, represents to me. If it represents an absence, he says, it 
is true; and if it represents a positive entity, it is not the idea of cold.’ 
This is right; but my only reason for calling the idea ‘materially false’ is 
that, owing to the fact that it is obscure and confused, I am unable to 
judge whether or not what it represents to me is something positive 
which exists outside of my sensation. And hence | may be led to judge 
that it is something positive though in fact it may merely be an absence. 

Hence in asking what is the cause of the positive objective being which, 
in my view, is responsible for the idea being materially false, my critic 
has raised an improper question. For | do not claim that an idea’s 
material falsity resules from some positive entity; it arises solely from the 
obscurity of the idea — although this does have something positive as its 
underlying subject, namely the actual sensation involved. 

Now this positive entity exists in me, in so far as | am something real. 
But the obscurity of the idea is the only thing that leads me to judge that 
the idea of the sensation of cold represents some object called ‘cold’ 
which is located outside me; and this obscurity in the idea does not have 
a real cause but arises simply from the fact that my nature is not perfect 
in all respects. 

This does not in any way violate my fundamental principles. One fear 
that I might have had, however, is that since [ have never spent very much 
time reading philosophical texts, my calling ideas which I take to provide 
subject-matter for error ‘materially false’ might have involved too great a 
departure from standard philosophical usage. This might, | say, have 
worried me, had | not found the word ‘materially’ used in an identical 
sense to my own in the first philosophical author | came across, namely 
Suarez, in the Metaphysical Disputations, Part 1x, Section 2, Number 47 

But let me now turn to my critic’s principal complaint — though it is 
one which seems to me to be the least well-taken of all his objections. 
This concerns the passage where I said that ‘we are entitled to think that 


‘in a sense God stands in the same relation to himself as an efficient cause 


to its effect’. M. Arnauld says that it is ‘a hard saying, and indeed false’ 
to suggest that God is the efficient cause of himself; but I actually denied 
that suggestion in the passage just quoted. For in saying that God ‘in a 
sense’ stands in the same relation as an efficient cause, | made it clear that 


y Above p. 146. 2 See note above p. 69. 
3 First Replies, above p. 80; Arnauld’s comments, above p. 146. 
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i did not suppose he was the same as an efficient cause; and in using the 
phrase ‘we are quite entitled to think’ | meant that | was explaining the 
matter in these terms merely on account of the imperfection of the human 
intellect. Indeed, throughout the rest of the passage I confirmed this. 
Right at the beginning, having said ‘if anything exists we may always 
inquiré into its efficient cause’, | immediately went on ‘or, if it does not 
have one, we may demand why it does not need one’,' These words make 
it quite clear that I did believe in the existence of something that does not 
need an efficient cause. And what could that be, but God? A little later on 
I said that ‘there is in God such great and inexhaustible power that he 
never required the assistance of anything in order to exist, and does not 
now require any assistance for his preservation, so that he is in a sense his 
own cause’. Here the phrase ‘his own cause’ cannot possibly be taken to 
mean an efficient cause; it simply means that the inexhaustible power of 
God is the cause or reason for his not needing a cause. And since that 
inexhaustible power or immensity of the divine essence is as positive as 
can be, I said that the the reason or cause why God needs no cause is a 
positive reason or cause. Now this cannot be said of any finite thing, even 
though it is quite perfect of its kind. If a finite thing is said to derive its 
existence ‘from itself’, this can only be understood in a negative sense, 
meaning that no reason can be derived from its positive nature which 
could enable us to understand that it does not require an efficient cause. 

Similarly, in every passage where | made a comparison between the 
formal cause (or reason derived from God’s essence, in virtue of which he 
needs no cause in order to exist or to be preserved) and the efficient cause 
(without which finite things cannot exist), | always took care to make ir 
explicitly clear that the two kinds of cause are different. And | never said 
that God preserves himself by some positive force, in the way in which 
created things are preserved by him; 1 simply said that the immensity of 
his power or essence, in virtue of which he does not need a preserver, is a 
positive thing. 

Hence I can readily admit everything my critic puts forward to prove 
that God is not the efficient cause of himself and that he does net preserve 
himself by any positive power or by continuously re-creating himself; 
and this is the sole result established by M. Arnauld’s arguments. But I 
hope that even M. Arnauld will not deny that the immensity of the power 
in virtue of which God needs no cause in order to exist is a positive thing 
in God, and that nothing which is similarly positive can be understood to 
exist in any other thing in such a way that it does not need an efficient 
cause in order to exist. That is all | meant when I said that, with the sole 
exception of God, the only sense in which anything can be said to derive 

i Above p. 78. 
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its existence ‘from itself’ is a negative one. And | had no need to make any 
further assumptions in order to resolve the difficulty which had been 
raised. 

But since M. Arnauld has given me such a sombre warning, that ‘it will 
scarcely be possible to find a single theologian who will not object to the 
proposition that God derives his existence from himself in a positive 
sense and as it were causally’! | will explain a little more carefully why 
this way of talking is extremely useful and even necessary when dealing 
with the topic under discussion. Indeed, as I shali show, it seems to 
me to be wholly innocent of any suspicion of being likely to cause 
offence. 

[am aware that theologians writing in Latin do not use the word causa 
{‘cause’] in matters of divinity when they are dealing with the procession 
of Persons in the Holy Trinity. Whereas the Greek writers use aries and 
apy interchangeably, they prefer to use only the word principium 
[‘principle’] taken in its most general sense, to avoid giving anyone an 
excuse to infer that the Son is less important than the Father. But where 
there is no such risk of error, and we are dealing with God not as a 
‘Trinity but simply as a unity, | do not see why the word ‘cause’ is to be 
avoided at all costs, especially when we come to a context where it seems 
extremely useful and almost necessary to use the term. 

Now if the term ‘cause’ serves to demonstrate the existence of God, it 
can hardly be more useful; and if it is impossible to achieve complete 
clarity in the proof without it, the term can hardly be more necessary. 

But I think it is clear to everyone that a consideration of efficient causes 
is the primary and principal way, if not the only way, that we have of 
proving the existence of God. We cannot develop this proof with 
precision unless we grant our minds the freedom to inquire into the 
efficient causes of all things, even God himself. For what right do we have 
to make God an exception, if we have not yet proved that he exists? In 
every case, then, we must ask whether a thing derives its existence from 
itself or from something else; and by this means the existence of God can 
be inferred, even though we have not given an explicit account of what it 
means to say that something derives its existence ‘from itself’. Those who 
follow the sole guidance of the natural light will in this context 
spontaneously form a concept of cause that is common to both an 
efficient and a formal cause: that is to say, what derives its existence 
‘from another’ will be taken to derive its existence from that thing as an 
efficient cause, while what derives its existence ‘from itself’ will be taken 
to derive its existence from itself as a formal cause — that is, because it has 
the kind of essence which entails that it does not require an efficient 
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cause. Accordingly, I did not explain this point in my Meditations, but 
left it out, assuming it was self-evident. 

Now some people are accustomed to judge that nothing can be the 
efficient cause of itself, and they carefully distinguish an efficient cause 
from a formal cause. Hence, when they see the question raised as to 
whether anything derives its existence from itself, it can easily happen 
that they think only of an efficient cause in the strict sense, and thus they 
suppose that the phrase ‘from itself? must be taken not as meaning ‘from 
a cause’, but only in the negative sense, as meaning ‘without a cause’ 
(that is, as implying something such that we must not inquire why it 
exists). If we accept this interpretation of the phrase ‘from itself’, then it 
will not be possible to produce any argument for the existence of God 
based on his effects, as was correctly shown by the author of the First Set 
of Objections;! and hence this interpretation must be totally rejected. 

To give a proper reply to this, | think it is necessary to show that, in 
between ‘efficient cause’ in the strict sense and ‘no cause at all’, there is a 
third possibility, namely ‘the positive essence of a thing’, to which the 
concept of an efficient cause can be extended. In the same way in 
geometry the concept of the arc of an indefinitely large circle is 
customarily extended to the concept of a straight line; or the concept of a 
rectilinear polygon with an indefinite number of sides is extended to that 
of a circle. I thought | explained this in the best way available to me when 
I said that in this context the meaning of ‘efficient cause’ must not be 
restricted to causes which are prior in time to their effects or different 
from them. For, first, this would make the question trivial, since everyone 
knows that something cannot be prior to, or distinct from, itself; and 
secondly, the restriction ‘prior in time’ can be deleted from the concept 
while leaving the notion of an efficient cause intact.? 

The fact that a cause need not be prior in time is clear from the fact 
that the notion of a cause is applicable only during the time when it is 
producing its effect, as | have said. 

The fact that the second restriction cannot also be deleted implies 
merely that a cause which is not distinct from its effects is not an efficient 
cause in the strict sense, and this | admit. It does not, however, follow 
that such a cause is in no sense a positive cause that can be regarded as 
analogous to an efficient cause; and this is all that my argument requires. 
The same natural light that enables me to perceive that | would have 
given myself all the perfections of which I have an idea, if I had given 
myself existence, also enables me to perceive that nothing can give itself 
existence in the restricted sense usually implied by the proper meaning of 


x Above pp. 68f. 
2 Descartes here rephrases his earlier argument, First Replies, above p. 78. 
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the term ‘efficient cause’. For in this sense, what gives itself existence 
would have to be different from itself in so far as it receives existence; yet 
to be both the same thing and not the same thing — that is, something 
different — is a contradiction. 

Hence, when we ask whether something can give itself existence, this 
must be taken to be the same as asking whether the nature or essence of 
something is such that it does not need an efficient cause in order to exist. 

The further proposition that if there is such a being he will give himself 
all the perfections of which he possesses an idea, if indeed he does not yet 
have them,' means that this being cannot but possess in actuality all the 
perfections of which he is aware. This is because we perceive by the 
natural light that a being whose essence is so immense that he does not 
need an efficient cause in order to exist, equally does not need an efficient 
cause in order to possess all the perfections of which he is aware: his own 
essence is the eminent source which bestows on him whatever we can 
think of as being capable of being bestowed on anything by an efficient 
cause. 

‘The words ‘he will give himself all the perfections, if indeed he does not 
yet have them’ are merely explanatory. For the same natural light enables 
us to perceive that it is impossible for such a being to have the power and 
will to give itself something new; rather, his essence is such that he 
possesses from eternity everything which we can now suppose he would 
bestow on himself if he did not yet possess it. 

Nonetheless, all the above ways of talking, which are derived by 
analogy with the notion of efficient causation, are very necessary for 
guiding the natural light in such a way as to enable us to have a clear 
awareness of these matters. It is exactly the same sort of comparison 
between a sphere (or other curvilinear figure) and a rectilinear figure that 
enabled Archimedes to demonstrate various properties of the sphere 
which could scarcely be understood otherwise. And just as no one 
criticizes these proofs, although they involve regarding a sphere as similar 
to a polyhedron, so it seems to me that I am not open to criticism in this 
context for using the analogy of an efficient cause to explain features 
which in fact belong to a formal cause, that is, to the very essence of God. 

There is no possible risk of error involved in using this analogy, since 
the one feature peculiar to an efficient cause, and not transferable to a 
formal cause, involves an evident contradiction which could not be 
accepted by anyone, namely that something could be different from itself, 
or the same thing and not the same thing at one time. 

It should also be noted that I have attributed to God the dignity of 
being a cause in such a way as not to imply that he has any of the 

1 Cf. Med. m, above pp. 33f, discussed by Arnauld, above p. 146. 
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indignity of being an effect. Just as theologians in saying that the Father is 
the ‘originating principle’ of the Son do not thereby admit that the Son is 
something ‘originated’, so, in admitting that God can in a sense be called 
‘the cause of himself’, I have nowhere implied that he can in the same 
way be called ‘the effect of himself’. For an effect is normally referred 
principally to its efficient cause and is regarded as being inferior to it, 
although it is often superior to other causes. 

In taking the whole essence of a thing to be its formal cause in this 
context, | am simply following the footsteps of Aristotle. For in the 
Posterior Analytics, Book 2, Chapter x 1 Aristotle passes over the 
material cause, and calls the first kind of eizia, or cause, 76 71 Hv etvan,! or 
the ‘formal’ cause, as it is normally rendered in philosophical Latin. He 
then extends this notion to all the essences of all things, since at this point 
he is not dealing with the causes of a physical compound (any more than 
Lam in this context), but is dealing generally with the causes from which 
any kind of knowledge can be derived. 

It was, however, scarcely possible for me to deal with this topic 
without attributing the term ‘cause’ to God. This can be shown from the 
fact that in trying to achieve the same result as I did by another route my 
critic has completely failed to achieve his objective, at least in my view. 
First of all he explains at length that God is not the efficient cause of 
himself, since the notion of an efficient cause requires that it be distinct 
from its effect. Next he shows that God does not derive his existence 
from himself in the ‘positive’ sense, where ‘positive’ is taken to imply the 
positive power of a cause. And then he shows that God does not really 
preserve himself, if ‘preservation’ is taken to mean the continuous 
creation of a thing. All this I gladly admit. But then he again tries to show 
that God cannot be called the efficient cause of himself on the grounds 
that ‘we look for the efficient cause of something only in respect of its 
existence, not in respect of its essence’. He goes on, 


But it belongs to the essence of an infinite being that it exists no less than it belongs 
to the essence of a triangle to have its three angles equal to two right angles. And 
hence if someone asks whether God exists, we should no more give an answer in 
terms of an efficient cause than we should do so if someone asks why the three 
angles of a triangle are equal to two right angles.? 


This syllogism can easily be turned against M. Arnauld, as follows: 
although we do not ask for an efficient cause with respect to something’s 
essence, we can nevertheless ask for an efficient cause with respect to 
something’s existence; but in the case of God, essence is not distinct from 
existence; hence we can ask for the efficient cause in the case of God. 


zt Literally, ‘what it is to. be something’. 2 Cf. above p. 149. 
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But to reconcile our two positions, the answer to the question why 
God exists should be given not in terms of an efficient cause in the strict 
sense, but simply in terms of the essence or formal cause of the thing. And 
precisely because in the case of God there is no distinction between 
existence and essence, the formal cause will be strongly analogous to an 
efficient cause, and hence can be called something close to an efficient 
cause. 

inally, M. Arnauld adds: 


If someone asks for an efficient cause of God, we should reply that he does not 
need an efficient cause. And if the questioner goes on to ask why he does not need 
an efficient cause, we should answer that this is because he is an infinite being, 
whose existence is his essence. For the only things that require an efficient cause 
are those in which actual existence may be distinguished from essence.! 


This, he says, disposes of my argument, that ‘if I thought that nothing 
could possibly have the same relation te itself as an efficient cause has to 
its effect, then in the course of my inquiry into the causes of things | 
should never reach anything which was the first cause of everything else’.* 
But it seems to me that this point neither disposes of my argument nor in 
any way shakes it or weakens it. On the contrary, the principal force of 
my proof depends on it, and the same is true of absolutely all the proofs 
that can possibly be constructed to demonstrate the existence of God 
from his effects. Moreover, almost all theologians maintain that an 
argument based on God’s effects is the only kind of argument that can be 
adduced to prove his existence. 

Thus, in refusing to allow us to say that God stands toward himself in 
a relation analogous to that of an efficient cause, M. Arnauld not only 
fails to clarify the proof of God’s existence, but actually prevents the 
reader from understanding it. This is especially true at the end when he 
concludes that ‘if we thought we ought to look for the efficient cause, or 
quasi-efficient cause, of any given thing, then what we would be looking 
for would be a cause distinct from the thing in question’.3 How would 
those who do not yet know that God exists be able to inquire into the 
efficient cause of other things, with the aim of eventually arriving at 
knowledge of God, unless they thought it possible to inquire into the 
efficient cause of anything whatsoever? And how could they reach the 
end of their inquiries by arriving at God as the first cause if they thought 
that for any given thing we must always look for a cause which is distinct 
from it? 

Let us suppose that Archimedes, in speaking of the properties which he 
demonstrated of a sphere by taking it as analogous to a rectilinear figure 


1 Above p. 150. 2 First Replies, above p. 78. 3. Above p. 150. 


Fourth Set of Replies 17t 


inscribed in a square, had said this: ‘If I thought that a sphere could not 
be taken to be a rectilinear or quasi-rectilinear fgure with an infinite 
number of sides, I should attach no force to my proof, since the proof 
does not strictly apply to a sphere as a curvilinear figure but applies to it 
only as a rectilinear figure with infinitely many sides.’ And let us also 
suppose that M. Arnauld objected to taking the sphere in this way, but 
nevertheless wanted to retain Archimedes’ proof. It seems to me that the 
move M. Arnauld has made regarding God is just the same as if he were 
to say: ‘If I thought that Archimedes’ conclusion was supposed to hold of 
a rectilinear figure with infinitely many sides, | should not accept that it 
applied to a sphere, since | am quite sure and certain that a sphere is in no 
sense a rectilinear figure.’ In saying this he would not only be failing to 
establish Archimedes’ result, but would be preventing himself and others 
from properly understanding the proof. 

[have pursued this issue at somewhat greater length than perhaps the 
subject required, in order to show that I am extremely anxious to prevent 
anything at all being found in my writings which could justifiably give 
offence to the theologians. 

Lastly, as to the fact that I was not guilty of circularity! when I said 
that the only reason we have for being sure that what we clearly and 
distinctly perceive is true is the fact that God exists, but that we are sure 
that God exists only because we perceive this clearly: I have already given 
an adequate explanation of this point in my reply to the Second 
Objections, under the headings Thirdly and Fourthly, where | made a 
distinction between what we in fact perceive clearly and what we 
remember having perceived clearly on a previous occasion.’ To begin 
with, we are sure that God exists because we attend to the arguments 
which prove this; but subsequently it is enough for us to remember that 
we perceived something clearly in order for us to be certain that it is true. 
This would not be sufficient if we did not know that God exists and is not 
a deceiver. 

As to the fact that there can be nothing in the mind, in so far as it is a 
thinking thing, of which it is not aware,’ this seems to me to be 
self-evident. For there is nothing that we can understand to be in the 
mind, regarded in this way, that is not a thought or dependent on a 
thought. If it were not a thought or dependent on a thought it would not 
belong to the mind qua thinking thing; and we cannot have any thought 
of which we are not aware at the very moment when it is in us. In view of 
this ] do not doubt that the mind begins to think as soon as it is implanted 
in the body of an infant, and that it is immediately aware of its thoughts, 


i Ibid. 2 Above pp. 100f, pp. 103f. 3. Above pp. 33, T§o. 
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even though it does not remember this afterwards because the impres- 
sions of these thoughts do not remain in the memory. 

But it must be noted that, although we are always actually aware of the 
acts or operations of our minds, we are not always aware of the mind’s 
faculties or powers, except potentially. By this | mean that when we 
concentrate on employing one of our faculties, then immediately, if the 
faculty in question resides in our mind, we become actually aware of it, 
and hence we may deny that it is in the mind if we are not capable of 
becoming aware of it. 


REPLY TO THE POINTS WHICH MAY CAUSE DIFFICULTY 
TO THEOLOGIANS 


I have countered M. Arnauld’s first group of arguments and [| have 
side-stepped the second group. The arguments in the final section I 
completely agree with, except for the last one, and here I hope | can 
persuade him, without difficulty, to come round to my view. 

L completely concede, then, that the contents of the First Meditation, 
and indeed the others, are not suitable to be grasped by every mind. I 
have stated this whenever the opportunity arose, and I shall continue to 
do so. This was the sole reason why | did not deal with these matters in 
the Discourse on the Method, which was written in French, but reserved 
them instead for the Meditations, which 1 warned should be studied only 
by very intelligent and well-educated readers. No one should object that I 
would have done better to avoid writing on matters which a large 
number of people ought to avoid reading about; for | regard these 
matters as so crucial that 1 am convinced that without them no firm or 
stable results can ever be established in philosophy. Although fire and 
knives cannot safely be handled by careless people or children, no one 
thinks that this is a reason for doing without them altogether, since they 
are so useful for human life. 

The next point concerns the fact that in the Fourth Meditation I dealt 
only ‘with the mistakes we commit in distinguishing between the true and 
the false and not those that occur in our pursuit of good and evil’, and 
that when | asserted that ‘we should assent only to what we clearly know’ 
this was always subject to the exception of ‘matters which belong to faith 
and the conduct of life’.! Now this is something that the entire context of 
my book makes clear; moreover | have explained the point quite 
explicitly in my reply to the Second Objections, under the heading 
Fifthly, and { have also given advance warning of it in the Synopsis.* | say 
this in order to show how much I respect M. Arnauld’s judgement and 


how much I welcome his advice. 
+ Above pp. rsif. 2 Above pp. 11, 106. 
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There remains the sacrament of the Eucharist, with which M. Arnauld 
believes my views are in conflict. He says: ‘We believe on faith that the 
substance of the bread is taken away from the bread of the Eucharist and 
only the accidents remain’; and he thinks that | do not admit that there 
are any real accidents but recognize only modes which are unintelligible 
apart from some substance for them to inhere in, and hence that they 
cannot exist without such a substance.! 

i think | can easily get round this objection if I say that I have never 
denied that there are real accidents. It is true that in the Optics and the 
Meteorology | did not make use of such qualities in order to explain the 
matters which I was dealing with, but in the Meteorology, p. 164, | 
expressly said that I was not denying their existence? And in the 
Meditations, although 1 was supposing that 1 did not yet have any 
knowledge of them, | did not thereby suppose that none existed. The 
analytic style of writing that I adopted there allows us from time to time 
to make certain assumptions that have not yet been thoroughly 
examined; and this comes out in the First Meditation where I made many 
assumptions which I proceeded to refute in the subsequent Meditations. 
Further, it was certainly not my intention at that point to establish any 
definite results concerning the nature of accidents; | simply set down 
what appeared to be true of them on a preliminary survey. Lastly, my 
saying that modes are not intelligible apart from some substance for them 
to inhere in should not be taken to imply any denial that they can be 
separated from a substance by the power of God; for I firmly insist and 
believe that many things can be brought about by God which we are 
incapable of understanding. 

But if ] may express myself rather more freely, | will not hide the fact 
that | am convinced that what affects our senses is simply and solely the 
surface that constitutes the limit of the dimensions of the body which 
is perceived by the senses. For contact with an object takes place only at 
the surface, and nothing can have an effect on any of our senses except 
through contact, as not just 1 but all philosophers, including even 
1 Above p. 153. 

2 Descartes’ page reference is to the 1637 edition of the Meteorology. The relevant passage 


runs as follows: 


To make you accept all these suppositions more easily, bear in mind that | do not 
conceive of these particles of terrestrial matter as atoms or indivisible particles. I regard 
them as all being composed of one single kind of matter, and believe that each of them 
could be divided repeatedly ia infinitely many ways, and thar there is no more difference 
berween them than there is between stones of various different shapes cut from the same 
rock, Bear in mind too, that to avoid a breach with the philosophers, I have no wish to 
deny any further items which they may imagine in bodies over and above what I have 
described, such as ‘substantial forms’, their ‘real qualities’, and so on. it simply seems to 
me that my arguments must be ail the more acceptable in so far as 1 can make them 
depend on fewer things. (AT vi, 239) 
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Aristotle, maintain. So bread or wine, for example, are perceived by the 
senses only in so far as the surface of the bread or wine is in contact with 
our sense organs, either immediately, or via the air or other bodies, as I 
maintain, or, as many philosophers hold, by the intervention of ‘inten- 
tional forms’.! 

But we must note that our conception of the surface should not be 
based merely on the external shape of a body that is felt by our fingers; 
we should also consider all the tiny gaps that are found in betweeen the 
particles of flour that make up the bread, and the tiny gaps between the 
particles of alcohol, water, vinegar and lees or tartar that are mixed 
together to form wine; and the same applies to the particles of other 
bodies. For, since these particles have various shapes and motions, they 
can never be joined together, however tightly, without many spaces being 
left between them — spaces which are not empty but full of air or other 
matter. Thus in the case of bread, we can see with the naked eye relatively 
large gaps which can be filled not just with air but with water or wine or 
other liquids. And since bread does not lose its identity despite the fact 
that the air or other matter contained in its pores is replaced, it is clear 
that this matter does not belong to the substance of the bread. Hence the 
surface of the bread is not the area most closely marked out by the 
outline of an entire piece of bread, but is the surface immediately 
surrounding its individual particles. 

We must also note that not only does this surface move in its entirety 
when a whole piece of bread is moved from one place to another, but 
there is also partial movement when some particles of the bread are 
agitated by air or other bodies which enter its pores. Hence if there are 
any bodies whose nature is such that some or all of their parts are in 
continual motion (which I think is true of most of the particles of bread 
and all those of wine), then the surfaces of these bodies must be 
understood to be in some sort of continual motion. 

Finally we must note that the surface of the bread or wine or any other 
body should not in this context be taken to be a part of the substance or 
the quantity of the body in question, nor should it be taken to be a part of 
the surrounding bodies. It should be taken to be simply the boundary 
that is conceived to be common to the individual particles and the bodies 
that surround them; and this boundary has absolutely no reality except a 
modal one. 

Given that contact occurs only at this boundary, and that we have 
sensory awareness of something only by contact, we may now consider 


1 According to the scholastic theory referred to here, what is directly perceived via the 
senses is not the object itself but a ‘form’ or ‘semblance’ (Lat. species) transmitted from 
object to observer. 
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the statement that the substances of the bread and wine are changed into 
the substance of something else in such a way that this new substance is 
contained within the same boundaries as those occupied by the previous 
substances, or exists in precisely the same place where the bread and wine 
were — or rather (since their boundaries are in continual motion) in the 
same place where they would be if they were still present. Clearly, from 
this statement alone, it necessarily follows that the new substance 
must affect all our senses in exactly the same way as that in which the 
bread and wine would be affecting them if no transubstantiation had 
occurred. 

Now the teaching of the Church in the Council of Trent session 13, 
canons 2 and 4 is that ‘the whole substance of the bread is changed into 
the substance of the body of Our Lord Christ while the form! of the 
bread remains unaltered’, Here I do not see what can be meant by the 
‘form’ of the bread if not the surface that is common to the individual 
particles of the bread and the bodies which surround them. 

As I have already said, it is at this surface alone that contact occurs. 
And Aristotle himself admits, in the De Anima, Book 3, Chapter 13, that 
not just the sense that is specifically called the sense of touch but ‘all the 
other senses, too, perceive by means of touching’: ‘kai ta dAAa 
aicénripia doh atobdveta’. 

Everyone agrees that ‘form’ here means precisely what is required 
in order to act on the senses. And everyone who believes that the bread is 
changed into the body of Christ also supposes that this body of Christ 
is precisely contained within the same surface that would contain the 
bread were it present. Christ’s body, however, is not supposed to be 
present in a place strictly speaking, but to be present ‘sacramentally and 
with that form of existence which we cannot express in words but 
nonetheless, when our thought is illumined by faith, can understand to be 
possible with God, and in which we should most steadfastly believe’? All 
these matters are so neatly and correctly explained by means of my 
principles that I have no reason to fear that anything here will give the 
slightest offence to orthodox theologians; on the contrary | am confident 
that I will receive their hearty thanks for putting forward opinions in 
physics which are far more in accord with theology than those commonly 
accepted. For as far as I know, the Church has never taught that 
the ‘forms’ of the bread, and wine that remain in the sacrament of the 
Eucharist are real accidents, which miraculously subsist on their own 


1 Lat. species; see preceding footnote. 

2 A further quotation from session 13 of the Council of Trent; see preceding paragraph but 
one. The decrees of the Council (1545-63) were and are a recognized authority on 
matters of Roman Catholic doctrine. 
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when the substance in which they used to inhere has been removed.! 

It may be, however, that the theologians who first attempted to give a 
philosophical account of this topic were so firmly convinced that the 
accidents which stimulate our senses were something real and distinct 
from a substance that it did not even cross their minds that there could 
ever be any doubt on this matter. And hence, without any scrutiny or 
valid argument, they supposed that the ‘forms’ of the bread were real 
accidents of this sort; and they then became wholly occupied with 
explaining how these accidents could exist without a subject. But, as it 
turned out, they found that this task presented so many difficulties that 
this alone should have told them that they had strayed from the true 
path, like travellers who come upon rough ground and impassable 
terrain. 

First of all, they seem to run into a contradiction — at least those who 
concede that all sense-perception occurs by means of contact — in 
supposing that objects, in order to stimulate the senses, require anything 
more than the various configurations of their surfaces; for it is self- 
evident that a surface is on its own sufficient to preduce contact. If, 
however, they do not concede that sense-perception occurs through 
contact, then nothing they can contribute to the topic will have any 
semblance of truth. 

Next, the human mind cannot think of the accidents of the bread as 
real, and yet existing apart from its substance, without conceiving of 
them by employing the notion of a substance. So it seems to be a 
contradiction, given that the whole substance of the bread changes, as the 
Church believes, to suppose that something real which was previously in 
the bread nonetheless remains. For if something real is understood to 
remain it must be thought of as something which subsists; and though 
the word ‘accident’ may be used to describe it, it must nonetheless be 
conceived of as a substance. Hence the supposition that real accidents 
remain is in fact just like saying that the whole substance of the bread 
changes but nevertheless a part of that substance called a ‘real accident’ 
remains. And though this may not be a verbal contradiction, it certainly 
invelves a conceptual contradiction. 

This seems to be the chief reason why some people have taken issue 
with the Church of Rome on this matter. But surely everyone agrees that 
when we are free, and there is no theological or indeed philosophical 
reason to compel us to adopt an alternative view, we should prefer 
opinions that cannot give others any opportunity or pretext for turning 
r The seven paragraphs that follow were not included in the first edition of the 


Meditations with Objections and Replies, which simply prints a short concluding 
sentence at this point. 
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away from the true faith. Yet the supposition of real accidents is 
inconsistent with theological arguments, as I think I have just shown 
clearly enough; and it is also completely opposed to philosophical 
principles, as | hope I shall clearly demonstrate in the comprehensive 
philosophical treatise on which I am now working.’ I shall show there 
how colour, taste, heaviness, and all other qualities which stimulate the 
senses, depend simply on the exterior surface of bodies. 

Lastly, we cannot suppose that there are real accidents without 
gratuitously adding something new and indeed incomprehensible to the 
miracle of the transubstantiation (which can be inferred simply from the 
words of the consecration). The gratuitous addition would involve the 
alleged real accidents existing apart from the substance of the bread in 
such a way that they do not thereby themselves become substances. This 
is not only contrary to human reason but also violates the theological 
axiom that the words of the consecration bring about nothing more than 
what they signify; moreover theologians prefer not to attribute to 
miracles what can be explained by natural reason. All these difficulties 
are completely removed if my explanation of this matter is adopted. For 
my account not only makes it unnecessary to posit a miracle in order to 
explain the preservation of the accidents once the substance has been 
removed, but it goes so far as to make it impossible for them to be 
removed without a fresh miracle (e.g. one which would alter the relevant 
dimensions). Tradition has it that this has sometimes occurred when in 
place of the consecrated bread some flesh, or a tiny child, has appeared in 
the hands of the priest. But it has never been believed that these 
happenings were due to the cessation of a miracle; they have always been 
ascribed to a new miracle. 

Moreover, there is nothing incomprehensible or difficult in the sup- 

position that God, the creator of all things, is able to change one 
substance into another, or in the supposition that the latter substance 
remains within the same surface that contained the former one. Nor can 
anything be more in accordance with reason or more widely accepted 
among philosophers than the general statement that not just ail sense- 
perception but, in general, all action between bodies occurs through 
contact, and that this contact can take place only at the surface, It clearly 
follows from this that any given surface must always act and react in the 
same way, even though the substance which is beneath it is changed. 

So if | may speak the truth here without fear of causing offence, | 
venture to hope that a time will come when the theory of real accidents 
will be rejected by theologians as irrational, incomprehensible and 
hazardous for the faith, while my theory will be accepted in its place as 
x Descartes refers to the Principies of Philosophy; see esp. Part 4, arts. r98ff: vol. i, p. 284. 
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certain and indubitable. 1 thought it right to state this openly here, in 
order to forestall, as far as | could, the slanders of those who want to 
seem more learned than others and are thus never more annoyed than 
when some new proposal is made in the sciences which they cannot 
pretend they knew about already. The truer and more important such 
people believe a doctrine is, the more fiercely, in many cases, they will 
attack it; and when they are unable to refute it by rational argument, they 
will claim without any justification that it is inconsistent with holy 
scripture and revealed truth. To try to use the authority of the Church in 
order to subvert the truth in this way is surely the height of impiety. But ! 
appeal against the verdict of such people to the higher court of pious and 
orthodox theologians to whose judgement and correction I most willing- 
ly submit myself. 


FIFTH SET OF OBJECTIONS 


From P. Gassendi to that distinguished gentleman René Descartes 


Sir, 

Mersenne did me a great favour in allowing me to see your splendid 
book, the Meditations on First Philosophy. | am most impressed by your 
excellent arguments, your intellectual acumen and your brilliant style. 
And | am happy to congratulate you on the highly intelligent and 
successful way in which you have attempted to extend the boundaries of 
the sciences and explain matters which have remained highly obscure in 
all previous ages. Mersenne asked me, as a friend of his, to write to you if 
Lhad any unresolved doubts about your book, but it has been hard for 
me to comply with his request. | foresaw that I should simply be 
displaying my lack of intelligence if | did not accept your arguments, or 
rather my rashness if I ventured to utter a word of opposition which 
would make me seem to be attacking you. Nonetheless, I have yielded to 
my friend, thinking that you would be sure to accept and approve of a 
plan that is more his than mine; and | am sure that your good nature will 
make you see that my intention was simply to uncover the reasons which 
gave rise to my doubts. I assure you that I shall be more than satisfied if 
you have the patience to read through my comments; and if they lead you 
to have even the slightest doubts about your own arguments, or to spend 
time in replying to them that was destined for more important projects, 
then I am certainly not responsible for that. Indeed, | am almost 
embarrassed to come before you with my doubts, since | am quite certain 
that there is not one of them which has not frequently occurred to you in 
the course of your meditations only to be rejected as worthless or else 
deliberately passed over. The comments which I shall make, then, | 
intend merely as suggestions; and they are suggestions which do not 
concern the actual results which you have undertaken to prove, but 
merely the method and validity of the proof. 1 acknowledge, of course, 
the existence of almighty God and the immortality of our souls; my 
hesitation simply relates to the force of the arguments that you employ to 
prove these and other related metaphysical matters. 
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On the First Meditation: ‘What can be called into doubt’ 


In the case of the First Meditation, there is very little for me to pause 
over, for | approve of your project for freeing your mind from all 
preconceived opinions. There is just one point | am not clear about, 
namely why you did not make a simple and brief statement to the effect 
that you were regarding your previous knowledge as uncertain so that 
you could lazer single out what you found to be true. Why instead did 
you consider everything as false, which seems more like adopting a new 
prejudice than relinquishing an old one? This strategy made it necessary 
for you to convince yourself by imagining a deceiving God or some evil 
demon who tricks us, whereas it would surely have been sufficient to cite 
the darkness of the human mind or the weakness of our nature. 
Furthermore, in order to call everything into doubt you pretend that you 
are asleep and consider that everything which occurs is an illusion. But 
can you thereby compel yourself to believe you are not awake, and to 
consider as false and uncertain whatever is going on around you? 
Whatever you say, no one will believe that you have really convinced 
yourself that not one thing you formerly knew is true, or that your senses, 
or God, or an evil demon, have managed to deceive you all the time. 
Would it not have been more in accord with philosophical honesty and 
the love of truth simply to state the facts candidly and straightforwardly, 
rather than, as some critics might put it, to resort to artifice, sleight of 
band and circumlocution? But since you have decided to take this route, I 
do not wish to press the point any further. 


On the Second Meditation: “The nature of the human mind, and how it is 
better known than the body’ 


x. Turning to the Second Meditation, i see that you still persist with your 
elaborate pretence of deception, but you go on to recognize at least that 
you, who are the subject of this deception, exist. And thus you conclude 
that this proposition, I a7, I exist, is true whenever it is put forward by 
you or conceived in your mind.! But I do not see that you needed all this 
apparatus, when on other grounds you were certain, and it was true, that 
you existed. You could have made the same inference from any one of 
your other actions, since it is known by the natural light that whatever 
acts exists. 

You add that you do not yet have a sufficient understanding of what 
you are. Here I agree with you in earnest and readily accept what you 
say; this is the point at which all the hard work begins. But it seems that 

1 Above p. t7. 
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you could have raised this question without all the circumlocutions and 
elaborate suppositions. 

You next decide to meditate on what you formerly believed yourself to 
be, so that when the doubtful elements are removed only what is ‘certain 
and unshakeable’ may remain.' Here your procedure will meet with 
universal approval. You now get to grips with the problem. You formerly 
believed you were a man; and now you ask ‘What is a man?’ You 
deliberately dismiss the common definitions and concentrate on ‘the first 
thought that came to mind’, namely that you had a face and hands and 
the other limbs making up what you called the body. The next thought 
was that you were nourished, that you moved about, and that you en- 
gaged in sense-perception and thinking ~ actions which you attributed to 
the soul. Fair enough — provided we are careful to remember your distinc- 
tion between the soul and the body. You say that you did not know what 
the soul was, but imagined it to be merely ‘something like a wind or fre 
or ether’ which permeated the more solid parts of your body. That is 
worth remembering. As for the body, you had no doubt that its nature 
consists in its being ‘capable of taking on shape and having boundaries 
and filling a space so as to exclude any other body from it, and in its 
being perceived by touch, sight, hearing, smell and taste and being moved 
in various ways’.” But you can continue to attribute these things to bodies 
even now, provided you do not attribute all of them to every single body 
(thus wind is a body, and yet it is not perceived by sight). But you cannot 
exclude the other attributes you go on to mention, since wind and fire are 
capable of moving many things. When you go on to say that you 
previously denied that a body has the ‘power of self-movemen?’, it is not 
clear how you can still maintain this. For it would imply that every body 
must by its nature be immobile, and that all its movements come from 
some incorporeal principle, and that we cannot suppose that water flows 
or an animal moves without some incorporeal power of movement. 

2. You go on to ask whether, now that you are supposing you are 
being deceived, you can still affirm that you possess any of the attributes 
which you believed to belong to the nature of body. And after a very 
careful examination you say that you can find in yourself no attributes of 
this kind.? But in this passage you are already regarding yourself not as a 
whole man but as an inner or hidden component — the kind of 
component which you had previously considered the soul to be. L ask you 
then, Soul, or whatever name you want me to address you by, have you 
by this time corrected the thought which previously led you to imagine 
that you were something like a wind diffused through the parts of the 
body? Certainly not. So why is it not possible that you are a wind, or 

1 Cfabovep.17. 2 Ibid. 3 Above p. 18. 
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rather a very thin vapour, given off when the heart heats up the purest 
type of blood, or produced by some other source, which is diffused 
through the parts of the body and gives them life? May it not be this 
vapour which sees with the eyes and hears with the ears and thinks with 
the brain and performs ail the other functions which are commonly 
ascribed to you? If this is so, why should you not have the same shape as 
your whole body has, just as the air takes on the same shape as the vessel 
that contains it? Why should you not suppose that you are enclosed 
within the body’s skin, or in the same medium as that which surrounds 
the body? Why should you not occupy space, or the parts of a space 
which the solid bedy or its parts do not fill? | mean that the solid body 
has pores through which you may be diffused, in such a way that your 
own parts and the parts of the body are not to be found in the same areas, 
just as in a mixture of wine and water the parts of the wine are not to be 
found where the parts of the water are, although our sight is unable to 
separate out the two. Again, why should you not be able to exclude any 
other body from the space which you occupy, given that the spaces which 
you occupy cannot be occupied at the same time by the parts of the more 
solid body? Why should you not be in motion in many different ways? 
For, given that you move many of your limbs, how could you accomplish 
this unless you were in motion yourself? You certainly cannot be 
immobile, since exertion is required when you move the limbs, nor can 
you be at rest if you are to produce movement in the body. If all this is so, 
then why do you say that you have within you ‘none of the attributes 
which belong to the nature of the body’? 

3. You go on to say that, of the attributes ascribed to the soul, neither 
nutrition nor movement are to be found in you.! But, in the first place, 
something may be a body without receiving nutrition. Next, if you are 
the kind of body which we have described as a vapour, then given that 
the limbs, being more solid, are nourished by a more solid substance, 
why should you, being more rarefied, not also be nourished by a more 
rarefied substance? Moreover, when the body to which these limbs 
belong is growing, are not you growing also? And when the body is 
weak, are not you weak too? As far as movement is concerned, since it is 
you who cause your limbs to move, and they never assume any position 
unless you make them do so, how can this occur without movement on 
your part? You say ‘since now I do not have a body, these are mere 
fabrications’. But if you are fooling with us or being fooled yourself, 
there is nothing to delay us here. If, however, you are speaking seriously, 
then you have to prove that you do not have a body which you inform, 


1 Above p. 18. 
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and also that your nature is not such that you are nourished and move in 
conjunction with the body. 

You go on to say that you do not have sense-perception. But surely it is 
you who see colours, hear sounds etc. ‘This’, you say, ‘does not occur 
without a body.” I agree, But in the first place you have a body, and you 
yourself are present within the eye, which obviously does not see without 
you. And secondly, you could be a rarefied body operating by means of 
the sense organs. You say ‘in my dreams I have appeared to perceive 
through the senses many things which I afterwards realized 1 did not 
perceive through the senses at all’. Admittedly, you may be deceived 
when, although the eye is not in use, you seem to have sense-perception 
of something that cannot in fact be perceived without the eye. But this 
kind of falsity is not something you have experienced all the time; and 
indeed you have normally used your eyes in order to see and to take in 
the images which you may now have without the eyes being in use. 

Finally, you reach the conclusion that thinking belongs to you.' This 
must be accepted, but it remains for you to prove that the power of 
thought is something so far beyond the nature of a body that neither a 
vapour nor any other mobile, pure and rarefied body can be organized in 
such a way as would make it capable of thought. You will have to prove 
at the same time that the souls of the brutes are incorporeal, given that 
they think or are aware of something internal over and above the 
functions of the external senses, not only when they are awake but also 
when dreaming. You will also have to prove that this solid body of yours 
contributes nothing whatever to your thought (for you have never been 
without it, and have so far never had any thoughts when separated from 
it). You will thus have to prove that you think independently of the body 
in such a way that you can never be hampered by it or disturbed by the 
foul and dense vapours or fumes which from time to time have such a 
bad effect on the brain. MS 

4. You conclude: ‘I am, then, in the strict sense a thing that thinks; 
that is, | am a mind, or intelligence, or intellect, or reason.’ Here | must 
admit that | had been labouring under a misapprehension. | thought that 
I was addressing a human soul, or the interna! principle by which a man 
lives, has sensations, moves around and understands. Instead | find | was 
addressing a mind alone, which has divested itself not just of the body 
but also of the very soul. Are you, Sir, following the example of the 
ancients who, although believing that the soul was diffused through 
the whole body, nonetheless thought that the principal part — the 
iyenovtxoy or ‘controlling element’ — had its seat in a specific part of 
the body, such as the brain or the heart? They did of course believe that 

1 Above p. 18. 2 Ibid. 
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the soul was also to be found in this part, but they thought that the mind 
was, as it were, added to and united with the soul that existed there, thus 
informing this part along with the soul. | ought to have remembered this 
from the discussion in your Discourse on the Method, where you seemed 
to want to say that all the functions which are attributed to the vegetative 
and sensitive soul do not depend on the rational soul but can be exercised 
before the rational soul arrives in the body, as is the case with the brutes 
who, on your view, possess no reason.! How I forgot this | do not know, 
unless it was because 1 was still in doubt about whether you preferred not 
to use the word ‘soul’ to apply to the principle responsible for the 
vegetative and sensory functions in both us and the brutes, but wanted 
instead to say that the soul in the strict sense was our mind. But since it is 
the vegetative and sensitive principle that is properly speaking said to 
‘animate’ us, the only function performed by the mind is to enable us to 
think — and this you do in fact assert. Since this is so, let us use the term 
‘mind’, and let it be strictly a ‘thinking thing’. 

You add that thought alone cannot be separated from you.’ Certainly 
there is no reason not to grant you this, particularly if you are simply a 
mind, and you are not prepared to allow that your substance is distinct 
from the substance of the soul except conceptually. Nonetheless | want to 
stop here and ask whether, in saying that thought cannot be separated 
from you, you mean that you continue to think indefinitely, so long as 
you exist. This would accord with the claims of those noted philosophers 
who, to prove that we are immortal, assume that we are in perpetual 
motion or, as | interpret it, that we are perpetually thinking. But it will 
hardly convince those who do not see how you are able to think during 
deep sleep or indeed in the womb. And here | pause again and ask 
whether you think that you were infused into the body, or one of its 
parts, while still in the womb or at birth. But | do not want to press the 
point too insistently and ask whether you remember what you thought 
about in the womb or in the first few days or months or even years after 
you were born; nor, if you answer that you have forgotten, shall I ask 
why this is so. 1 do suggest, however, that you should bear in mind how 
obscure, meagre and virtually non-existent your thought must have been 
during those early periods of your life. 

You go on to say that you are not ‘that structure of limbs which is 
called a human body’. We must accept this, since you are considering 
yourself solely as a thinking thing and as a part of the whole composite 
that is a human being — a part that is distinct from the external and 
more solid part. ‘lam not’, you say, ‘some thin vapour which permeates 
the limbs — a wind, fire, air, breath, or whatever I depict in my 

1 Cf Discourse, part 5: vol. t, p. 139. 2 CE above p. 18. 


Fifth Set of Objections 185 


imagination; for these are things which I have supposed to be nothing. 
Let this supposition stand.”! But stop here, O Mind, and let those 
‘suppositions’, or rather fictions, finally depart. You say ‘I am not a 
vapour or anything of this kind.’ But if the entire soul is something of this 
kind, why should you, who may be thought of as the noblest part of the 
soul, not be regarded as being, so to speak, the flower, or the most refined 
and pure and active part of it? You say: ‘It may be that these very things 
which | am supposing to be nothing are something real, and that they are 
not distinct from the “I” of which lam aware. I do not know, and for the 
moment I shall not argue the point.’ But if you do not know, if you are 
not arguing the point, why do you assume that you are none of these 
things? You say: ‘I know I exist; and knowledge of this thing taken 
strictly cannot depend on that of which | am unaware.’ Fair enough; but 
remember that you have not yet made certain that you are not air or a 
vapour or something else of this sort. 

5. You next take what you call the imagination and proceed to 
describe what it is. You say that ‘imagining is simply the contemplation 
of the shape or image of a corporeal thing’? and you say this so that 
you can go on to infer that it is some form of thought other than 
imagination that enables you to know your nature. But since you are 
allowed to define imagination as you like, then if you are corporeal — and 
you have not yet proved the contrary — why, may | ask, cannot your 
contemplation of yourself involve some corporeal form or image? And 
when you do contemplate yourself in this way, | ask you whether you 
find that anything comes to mind apart from some pure, transparent, 
rarefied substance like a wind, which pervades the whole body or at least 
the brain or some other part, and which animates you and performs all 
your functions. ‘f realize’, you say, ‘that none of the things that the 
imagination enables me to grasp is at all relevant to this knowledge of 
myself which I possess.’ But you do not say how you recognize this. And 
since you had decided a little earlier that you did not yet know whether 
these things belonged to you, how, may I ask, do you now arrive at the 
conclusion just quoted? 

6. You say next that ‘the mind must be most carefully diverted from 
such things if it is to perceive its own nature as distinctly as possible’ 
Good advice. But after you have most carefully diverted yourself from 
these things, tell me, please, how distinctly you have managed to perceive 
your nature? In saying that you are simply ‘a thing that thinks’ you 
mention an operation of which all of us were already well aware; but you 
tell us nothing of the substance which performs this operation — what 
kind of substance it is, and what it consists of, how it organizes itself to 

1 Ibid. 2 Above p. 19. 3. Ibid. 
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perform so many different functions in so many different ways, and other 
matters of this kind, of which we have been ignorant up till now. 

You say that we can perceive by the intellect what we cannot perceive 
by the imagination (and you identify the imagination with the ‘common’ 
sense).! But, my good Mind, can you establish that there are several 
internal faculties and not one simple and universal one, which enables us 
to know whatever we know? When I see the sun with open eyes, 
sensory perception obviously occurs. And when | then think about the 
sun with my eyes closed, internal cognition obviously occurs. But how, 
ultimately, can I tell that Lam perceiving the sun with the ‘common’ sense 
or faculty of imagination, as opposed to the mind or intellect, which 
implies that I can at will apprehend the sun now by means of the intellect, 
which is distinct from the imagination, and now by means of the 
imagination, which is distinct from the intellect? If, after brain damage or 
some injury to the imaginative faculty, the intellect remained as before, 
performing its proper functions all unimpaired, then we could say that 
the intellect was as distinct from the imagination as the imagination is 
distinct from the external senses. But since things do not happen this 
way, there is surely no ready way of establishing the distinction. 

To say, as you do, that imagination occurs when we contemplate the 
image of some corporeal thing, surely implies that since there is no other 
way in which we may contemplate bodies, our knowledge of them must 
be derived from the imagination alone ~ or at any rate that no other 
faculty of knowing can be recognized. 

You say that you cannot stop thinking that the corporeal things of 
which you form images in your thought, and which the senses investi- 
gate, are known with much more distinctness than this puzzling ‘you’ 
which cannot be pictured in the imagination; and thus it is surprising that 
you should have a more distinct knowledge and grasp of things which are 
doubtful and foreign to you.? First of all, you are quite right in using the 
phrase ‘this puzzling “you’”’. For you really do not know what you are or 
what your nature is, and hence you cannot be any more confident that 
your nature is such as to be incapable of falling under the imagination. 
Next, all our knowledge appears to have its source in our senses, and 
although you deny the maxim ‘Whatever is in the intellect must 
previously have existed in the senses’,? it seems that it is nevertheless true. 
For unless our knowledge enters in a single rush — kata weptrTwaty or 
‘at a stroke’ as they say — it is slowly established by analogy, composi- 
tion, division, extrapolation and restriction, and in other similar ways 
1 See above pp. 21f and footnote p. 59. 2 Above p. 20. 
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which I need not list here. So it is no surprise if the things which rush in of 
their own accord and strike the senses should make a more vivid 
impression on the mind than things which the mind itself, when the 
occasion arises, constructs and compounds for itself out of the material 
which impinges on the senses. Moreover, you call corporeal things 
doubtful but, if you are prepared to admit the truth, you are just as 
certain of the existence of the body which you inhabit and of all the 
objects which surround you as you are of your own existence. And if it is 
solely the operation called ‘thought’ which makes you manifest to 
yourself, what happens with regard to the way in which other things are 
manifested? They are made manifest not just by various operations but 
also by many very evident attributes, such as size, shape, solidity, colour, 
taste, etc.; and thus, although they exist outside you, it is no surprise that 
your knowledge and grasp of them should be more distinct than your 
knowledge and grasp of yourself. But as to how it is possible for you to 
understand something that is foreign to you better than you understand 
yourself, T answer that the same thing happens in the case of the eye, 
which sees other things but does not see itself. 

7. ‘But what then am I?’ you ask. ‘A thing that thinks. What is that? A 
thing that doubts, understands, affirms, denies, is willing, is unwilling, 
and also imagines and has sensory perceptions.”! This is a long list, but I 
will not query each individual item. The only point I would question is 
your statement that you are a thing which has sensory perceptions. This 
is surprising, since you had previously maintained the opposite. Or did 
you perhaps mean that in addition to yourself there is a bodily faculty 
which resides in the eyes, ears and other organs? Is it perhaps this faculty 
that receives the forms of sensible things and thus initiates the act of 
sense-perception which you then complete, it being you who really sees 
and hears and has the other sensory perceptions? This, I think, is what 
makes you class both sense-perception and imagination as kinds of 
thought. Fair enough; but in that case you must consider whether the 
sense-perception which the brutes have does not also deserve to be called 
‘thought’, since it is not dissimilar to your own. This would mean that the 
brutes, too, have a mind which is not unlike yours, 

You may say that you occupy the citadel in your brain and there 
receive whatever messages are transmitted by the animal spirits which 
move through the nerves, and sense-perception thus occurs there, where 
you dwell, despite the fact that it is said to occur throughout the body. 
Let us accept this; but the brutes have nerves, animal spirits and a brain, 
and in the brain there is a principle of cognition that receives the 
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messages from the spirits in an exactly similar fashion and thus completes 
the act of sense-perception. You may say that this principle in the brains 
of animals is simply the corporeal imagination or faculty of forming 
images. But in that case you must show that you who reside in the brain 
are something different from the corporeal imagination or the human 
faculty of forming images. I asked you a little while ago for a criterion 
which would prove that you are something different, but | do not think 
you will be able to supply one. You may cite operations which far surpass 
those performed by animals. But although man is the foremost of the 
animals, he still belongs to the class of animals; and similarly, though you 
prove yourself to be the most outstanding of imaginative faculties, you 
still count as one of these faculties. You may attach the special label 
‘mind’ to yourself, but although the name may be more impressive, this 
does not mean that your nature is therefore different. To prove that your 
nature is different (that is, incorporeal, as you maintain), you ought to 
produce some operation which is of a quite different kind from those 
which the brutes perform — one which takes place outside the brain, or at 
least independently of the brain; and this you do not do. On the contrary, 
when the brain is disturbed, you are disturbed, and when the brain is 
overwhelmed you are overwhelmed, and if the images of things leave the 
brain you do not retain any trace of them. You may say that everything 
which occurs in animals happens by means of a blind impulse of the 
animal spirits and the other organs, in just the same way as motion is 
produced in a clock or other machine. This may be true in the case of 
functions like nutrition or the pulsing of the arteries, which occur in 
exactly similar fashion in the case of man. But can you cite any sensory 
acts or so-called ‘passions of the soul’ which are produced by a blind 
impulse in the case of the brutes but not in our case? A scrap of food 
transmits its image into the eye of a dog, and the image is then transferred 
to the brain and as it were hooks on to the soul, so that the soul and the 
entire body joined to it is drawn towards the morsel as if by the most tiny 
and delicate chains. And if someone aims a stone, the stone transmits its 
image and, like a lever, pushes the soul away and simultaneously drives 
off the body or forces it to flee. But does not all this occur in the case of 
man? Perhaps you have in mind some quite different way in which this 
occurs in man, in which case | should be much obliged if you would 
explain it. 

You may say that you are free and the soul has the power of preventing 
a man from both fleeing and advancing. But the principle of cognition 
does just this in the case of an animal: a dog, despite his fear of threats 
and blows may rush forward to grab a morsel it has seen — and a man 
often does just the same sort of thing! You may say that a dog barks 
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simply from impulse and not, as happens when a man speaks, from 
choice. But in the case of man, too, there are causes at work which may 
lead us to judge that he speaks from some impulse. What you attribute to 
choice occurs as a result of a stronger impulse, and indeed the brute, too, 
exercises choice, when one impulse is greater than another. Indeed, I have 
seen a dog matching his barks to the sound of a trumpet, so ag to imitate 
all the changes in the notes, whether sharp or flat, or slow or fast. And it 
managed to do this even when the tempo of the notes was arbitrarily and 
unexpectedly speeded up, or when the notes were unexpectedly drawn 
out. You say that the brutes lack reason. Well, of course they lack human 
reason, but they do not lack their own kind of reason. So it does not seem 
appropriate to call them dAeya [‘irrational’] except by comparison with 
us or with our kind of reason; and in any case Adyos or reason seems to 
be a general term, which can be attributed to them no less than the 
cognitive faculty or internal sense. You may say that animals do not 
employ rational argument. But although they do not reason so perfectly 
or about as many subjects as man, they still reason, and the difference 
seems to be merely one of degree. You may say they do not speak. But 
although they do not produce human speech (since of course they are not 
human beings), they still produce their own form of speech, which they 
employ just as we do ours. You may say that even a delirious man can still 
string words together to express his meaning, which even the wisest of 
the brutes cannot do. But surely you are not being fair if you expect the 
brutes to employ human language and are not prepared to consider their 
own kind of language. But to go into this would need a much longer 
discussion. 

8. Next you introduce the example of the wax, and you spend some 
time explaining that the so-called accidents of the wax are one thing, and 
the wax itself, or substance of the wax, is another. You say that in order 
to have a distinct perception of the wax itself or its substance we need 
only the mind or intellect, and not sensation or imagination.! But the first 
point is just what everyone commonly asserts, viz. that the concept of the 
wax or its substance can be abstracted from the concepts of its accidents. 
But does this really imply that the substance or nature of the wax is itself 
distinctly conceived? Besides the colour, the shape, the fact that it can 
melt, etc. we conceive that there is something which is the subject of the 
accidents and changes we observe; but what this subject is, or what its 
nature is, we do not know, This always eludes us; and it is only a kind of 
conjecture that leads us to think that there must be something under- 
neath the accidents. So I am amazed at how you can say that once the 


271 


forms have been stripped off like clothes, you perceive more perfectly and 272 


1 Cf. above pp. 20-2. 


273 


190 Objections and Replies 


evidently what the wax is. Admittedly, you perceive that the wax or its 
substance must be something over and above such forms; but what this 
something is you do not perceive, unless you are misleading us. For this 
‘something’ is not revealed to you in the way in which a man can be 
revealed when, after first of all seeing just his hat and garments, we then 
remove the clothes so as to find out who and what he is. Moreover, when 
you think you somehow perceive this underlying ‘something’, how, may I 
ask, do you do so? Do you not perceive it as something spread out and 
extended? For you do not conceive of it as a point, although it is the kind 
of thing whose extension expands and contracts. And since this kind of 
extension is not infinite but has limits, do you not conceive of the thing as 
having some kind of shape? And when you seem as it were to see it, do 
you not attach to it some sort of colour, albeit not a distinct one? You 
certainly take it to be something more solid, and so more visible, than a 
mere void. Hence even your ‘understanding’ turns out to be some sort of 
imagination. If you say you conceive of the wax apart from any 
extension, shape or colour, then you must in all honesty tell us what sort 
of conception you do have of it. 

What you have to say about ‘men whom we see, or perceive with the 
mind, when we make out only their hats or cloaks’! does not show that it 
is the mind rather than the imagination that makes judgements. A dog, 
which you will not allow to possess a mind like yours, certainly makes a 
similar kind of judgement when it sees not its master but simply his hat or 
clothes. Indeed, even if the master is standing or sitting or lying down or 
reclining or crouching down or stretched out, the dog still always 
recognizes the master who can exist under all these forms, even though 
like the wax, he does not keep the same proportions or always appear 
under one form rather than another. And when a dog chases a hare that 
is running away, and sees it first intact, then dead, and afterwards 
skinned and chopped up, do you suppose that he does not think it is the 
same hare? When you go on to say that the perception of colour and 
hardness and so on is ‘not vision or touch but is purely mental scrutiny’,? 
accept this, provided the mind is not taken to be really distinct from the 
imaginative faculty. You add that this scrutiny ‘can be imperfect and 
confused or perfect and distinct depending on how carefully we concen- 
trate on what the wax consists in’. But this does not show that the 
scrutiny made by the mind, when it examines this mysterious something 
that exists over and above all the forms, constitutes clear and distinct 
knowledge of the wax; it shows, rather, that such knowledge is consti- 
tuted by the scrutiny made by the senses of all the possible accidents and 
changes which the wax is capable of taking on. From these we shall 
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certainly be able to arrive at a conception and explanation of what we 
mean by the term ‘wax’; but the alleged naked, or rather hidden, 
substance is something that we can neither ourselves conceive nor 
explain to others. 

g. You now go on as follows: 


What am J to say about this mind, or about myself? (So far, remember, | am not 
admitting that there is anything else in me except a mind.) What, | ask, is this ‘P 
which seems to perceive the wax so distinctly? Surely my awareness of my own 
self is not merely much truer and more certain than my awareness of the wax, but 
also much more distinct and evident. For if I judge that the wax esists from the 
fact that I see it, how much more does this prove that I exist? It is possible that 
what I see is not really the wax; it is possible that | do not even have eyes with 
which to see anything. But when I see, or think I see (1 am not here distinguishing 
the two), it is simply not possible that | who am now thinking am not something. 
By the same token, if I judge that the wax exists from the fact that I touch it, the 
same result follows, namely that I exist. If I judge that it exists from the fact that I 
imagine it, or for any other reason, exactly the same thing follows. And the result 
that I have grasped in the case of the wax may be applied to everything else 
located outside me.! 


I give this long quotation so that you may realize that it demonstrates 
that you do indeed distinctly know that you exist because of the fact that 
you distinctly see and know that the wax and its accidents exist. But it 
does not prove that you therefore know, either distinctly or indistinctly, 
what you are or what your nature is. Such a proof would have been well 
worthwhile, since your existence is not in doubt. Note, however, that I 
do not propose to press this point, any more than I insisted on a point 
that arose earlier. This was that although you are not here admitting that 
you have anything apart from a mind, and hence you are excluding eyes, 
hands and the other bodily organs, you nevertheless speak of the wax 
and its accidents which you see and touch, etc. Yet to see these things 
without eyes or touch them without hands (or, as you put it, think that 
you see and touch them) is obviously impossible. 
You proceed as follows. 


If my perception of the wax seemed more distinct after it was established not just 
by sight or touch but by many other considerations, it must be admitted that I 
know myself even more distinctly. This is because every consideration whatso- 
ever which contributes to my perception of the wax, or of any other body, cannot 
but establish even more effectively the nature of my own mind. 


But just as your conclusions about the wax merely establish your 
perception of the existence of your mind and not its nature, so all your 
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other considerations will fail to establish any result beyond this. If you 
aim to deduce anything further from your perception of the substance of 
the wax or other things, your only valid conclusion will be that since our 
conception of this substance is merely a confused perception of some- 
thing unknown, the same applies to our conception of the mind. Hence 
you may well repeat your earlier phrase ‘this puzzling “T’.! 

Now for your conclusion. 


Isee that without any effort I have now finally got back to where I wanted. I now 
know that even bodies are not strictly perceived by the senses or the faculty of 
imagination but by the intellect alone, and that this perception derives not from 
their being touched or seen; and hence I know plainly that I can achieve an easier 
and more evident perception of my own mind than of anything else? 


This is what you claim; but I do not see how you can deduce or ‘know 
plainly’ that anything more can be perceived concerning your mind 
beyond the fact that it exists. So what you promised in the title of this 
Meditation, namely that it would establish that the human mind is better 
known than the body, has net, so far as I can see, been achieved. Your 
aim was not to prove that the human mind exists, or that its existence is 
better known than the existence of the body, since its existence, at all 
events, is something which no one questions. Your intention was surely 
to establish that its nature is better known than the nature of the body, 
and this you have not managed to do. As regards the nature of the body, 
you have, O Mind, listed all the things we know: extension, shape, 
occupation of space, and so on. But what, after all your efforts, have you 
told us about yourself? You are not a bodily structure, you are not air, 
not a wind, not a thing which walks or senses, you are not this and not 
that. Even if we grant these results (though some of them you did in fact 
reject), they are not what we are waiting for. They are simply negative 
results; but the question is not what you are not, but what you are. And 
so you refer us to your principal result, that you are a thing that thinks — 
Le. a thing that doubts, affirms etc. But to say first of all that you are a 
‘thing’ is not to give any information. This is a general, imprecise and 
vague word which applies no more to you than it does to anything in the 
entire world that is not simply a nothing. You are a ‘thing’; that is, you 
are not nothing, or, what comes to the same thing, you are something. 
But a stone is something and not nothing, and so is a fly, and so is 
everything else. When you go on to say that you are a thinking thing, 
then we know what you are saying; but we knew it already, and it was 
not what we were asking you to tell us. Who doubts that you are 
thinking? What we are unclear about, what we are looking for, is that 
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inner substance of yours whose property is to think. Your conclusion 
should be related to this inquiry, and should tell us not that you are a 
thinking thing, but what sort of thing this ‘you’ who thinks really is. If we 
are asking about wine, and looking for the kind of knowledge which is 
superior to common knowledge, it will hardly be enough for you to say 
‘wine is a liquid thing, which is compressed from grapes, white or red, 
sweet, intoxicating’ and so on. You will have to attempt to investigate 
and somehow explain its internal substance, showing how it can be seen 
to be manufactured from spirits, tartar, the distillate, and other ingre- 
dients mixed together in such and such quantities and proportions. 
Similarly, given that you are looking for knowledge of yourself which is 
superior to common knowledge (that is, the kind of knowledge we have 
had up till now), you must see that it is certainly not enough for you to 
announce that you are a thing that thinks and doubts and understands 
etc. You should carefully scrutinize yourself and conduct a kind of 
chemical investigation of yourself, if you are to succeed in uncovering 
and explaining to us your internal substance. If you provide such 
an explanation, we shall ourselves doubtless be able to investigate 
whether or not you are better known than the body whose nature we 
know so much about through anatomy, chemistry, so many other 
sciences, so many senses and so many experiments. 


On the Third Meditation: ‘The existence of God’ 


x. In the Third Meditation you recognize that your clear and distinct 
knowledge of the proposition ‘I am a thing that thinks’ is responsible for 
the certainty which you have regarding it; and you conclude from this 
that you can lay down the general rule ‘Everything which | perceive very 
clearly and distinctly is true.’! Admittedly this may be the best rule that it 
was possible to find when everything was shrouded in so much darkness. 
But when we see that many great thinkers, who ought surely to have 
perceived very many things clearly and distinctly, have judged that the 
truth of things is bidden either in God or in a deep well, is it not 
reasonable to suspect that this rule may lead us astray? Moreover, given 
the arguments of the sceptics, of which you are aware, it seems that the 
only thing that we can consider as clearly and distinctly perceived and 
therefore infer to be true is that if something appears to anyone to be the 
case then it appears to be the case. I clearly and distinctly perceive the 
pleasant taste of a melon, and hence it is true that the taste of a melon 
appears to me to be of this kind. But how can | convince myself that it is 
therefore true that a flavour of this kind really exists in the melon? When 
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I was a boy and in good health I took a different view and clearly and 
distinctly perceived quite a different taste in the melon. And I see that 
many people also take a different view, as do many animals that have a 
strong sense of taste and are in the best of health. Is one truth then 
inconsistent with another? Or is it not rather as follows: if something is 
clearly and distinctly perceived this does not mean that it is true in itself; 
all that is true is that it is clearly and distinctly perceived to be such and 
such? And the same sort of account must be given of matters concerning 
the mind. At one time I could have sworn that for a given quantity, we 
cannot go from a smaller quantity to a larger quantity without passing 
through a quantity equal to the original; again, | could have sworn that it 
is impossible that two lines should not eventually meet if they are 
produced to infinity. I thought I perceived these things so clearly and 
distinctly that I counted them among the truest and most indubitable 
axioms. Nevertheless, afterwards | came across arguments which con- 
vinced me that the opposite was the case and that | perceived it even more 
clearly and distinctly. Yet now, when | consider the nature of mathema- 
tical propositions, | am in doubt again. So it may be said to be true that I 
recognize that such and such propositions concerning quantities, lines 
and so on, are indeed just as | conceive or suppose them to be; but it 
cannot safely be asserted that they are therefore true in themselves. But 
whatever may be the case regarding mathematical matters, when it comes 
to the other questions which we are now dealing with, why, may I ask, do 
people have so many different opinions about them? Everyone thinks 
that he clearly and distinctly perceives the truth which he champions. In 
case you should say that the majority are either hesitant or insincere in 
their beliefs, consider that there are those who face even death for their 
opinions, even though they see others suffering the same fate for the 
opposite cause. You can hardly think that their dying words are not 
utterly sincere. Admittedly you yourself mention the difficulty that ‘you 
previously accepted as wholly certain many things which you afterwards 
realized were doubtful’! But in this passage you neither resolve the 
difficulty nor confirm your rule. You merely take the opportunity to 
discuss the ideas which may deceive you into thinking that they represent 
things external to yourself, when in fact they may never have existed 
outside you. You also talk once again of the deceiving God who can 
mislead you about the propositions “Two and three are five’ and ‘A 
square has no more than four sides’; and the implication here is that we 
must not expect confirmation of your rule until you have shown that 
there is a God who cannot be a deceiver. But if | may make a suggestion, 
what you ought to be working on is not so much establishing this rule, 
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which makes it so easy for us to accept falsehoods as true, but putting 
forward a method to guide us and show us when we are mistaken and 
when not, on those occasions when we think we clearly and distinctly 
perceive something. 

2, You next distinguish ideas (by which you mean thoughts in so far 
as they are like images) into three classes: innate, adventitious and made 
up. In the first class you put ‘your understanding of what a thing is, what 
truth is and what thought is’. In the second class you put ‘your hearing a 
noise, seeing the sun and feeling a fire’. And in the third class you put 
‘your invented idea of sirens and hippogriffs’. You add that all your 
ideas may perhaps be adventitious or they may all be innate or all made 
up, since you have not as yet clearly perceived their origin.! But in case 
some fallacy should creep in before you have managed to perceive the 
origin of your ideas, I should like to go further and note that all ideas 
seem to be adventitious — to proceed from things which exist outside the 
mind and come under one of our senses. The mind has the faculty (or 
rather is itself the faculty) of perceiving adventitious ideas — those which 
it receives through the senses and which are transmitted by things; these 
ideas, | say, are quite unadorned and distinct, and are received just 
exactly as they are. But in addition to this, the mind has the faculty of 
putting these ideas together and separating them in various ways, of 
enlarging them and diminishing them, of comparing them, and so on. 

Hence the third class of ideas, at any rate, is not distinct from the 
second. For the idea of a chimera is simply the idea of the head of a lion, 
the body of a goat and the tail of a serpent, out of which the mind puts 
together one idea, although the individual elements are adventitious. 
Similarly the idea of a giant, or a man supposed to be as big as a 
mountain or the whole world, is merely adventitious. It is the idea of a 
man of ordinary size which the mind enlarges at will, although the more 
the idea is enlarged the more confused the conception becomes. Again the 
idea of a pyramid, or of a town, or of something else which we have not 
so far seen, is simply the adventious idea of a pyramid or town or 
something else which we have seen, with the form somewhat modified 
so that the idea is repeated and rearranged in a fairly confused way. 

As for the forms which you say are innate, there do not seem to be any: 
whatever ideas are said to belong to this category also appear to have an 
external origin. You say ‘I derive from my own nature my understanding 
of what a thing is.? I do not think you here mean the actual power of 
understanding, which we undoubtedly have and which is not in question; 
you are talking about the idea of a thing. Moreover you are not talking of 
the idea of some particular thing; for the sun, this stone, and all 
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individual items are things, and yet you do not say that our ideas of them 
are innate. So you must be talking of the idea of a thing considered in 
general, which is virtually synonymous with ‘entity’, and has a similarly 
wide extension. But how, | ask you, can this idea be in the mind unless all 
the individual things exist, together with all the kinds of things from 
which the mind abstracts so as to form the concept which is not peculiar 
to any individual item but nonetheless fits them all? For surely if the idea 
of a thing is innate, the idea of an animal, or a plant, or a stone, or of any 
universal will also be innate. We shall not need to bother separating out 
all the particulars which lead us, after setting aside the various distin- 
guishing characteristics, to arrive at the one element which seems 
common to all, or in other words the idea of a general class. 

You also say that you derive from your own nature ‘your understand- 
ing of what truth is’,! by which I take it you mean your idea of truth, But if 
truth is simply the conformity of a judgement with the thing which is the 
subject of the judgement, then truth is some sort of relation, and hence is 
not anything distinct from the thing and the idea which are so related. 
Or, which amounts to the same thing, truth is nothing distinct from the 
idea of the thing, in so far as the idea represents both itself and the thing 
as being of such and such a kind. Thus the idea of truth is simply the idea 
of a thing in so far as it conforms to that thing, or in so far as it represents 
the thing as it is; and it follows that if the idea of the thing in question is 
not innate but adventitious, then the idea of truth will itself also be 
adventitious and not innate. And since this applies to any particular 
truth, it can also apply to truth in general, the notion or idea of which is 
derived from the notions or ideas of particular things (in the way just 
explained with regard to the idea of a thing). 

Again, you say that you derive from your own nature ‘your under- 
standing of what thought is’ (by which, again, | take you to mean your 
idea of thought). But just as the mind can, from the idea of one town, 
construct the idea of another, so from the idea of one action such as 
seeing or tasting, it can construct the idea of another action such as 
thought. For there is a recognized analogy between the various cognitive 
faculties, so that knowledge of one easily leads to knowledge of the other. 
However, there is no need to labour over the idea of thought; we should 
reserve our attention for the idea of the mind itself, and hence the soul. 
For if we grant that this idea is innate, there will be no harm in admitting 
that the idea of thought is also innate. So we must wait until you have 
proved innateness in the case of the mind or the soul. 

3. You seem next to call into doubt not only whether any ideas 
proceed from external things, but even whether there are any external 
things at all? Your reasoning appears to be as follows. Although you have 
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within you ideas of things which are called ‘external’, the ideas do not 
establish that the things exist, since the ideas do not necessarily arise 
from the things, but could come from yourself or from some other 
unknown source. This, I think, is why you said earlier that you had not 
previously perceived the earth, the sky and the stars, but only the ideas of 
the earth, the sky and the stars, which might give rise to a delusion. Now 
if you do not yet believe that the earth, sky, stars and so on exist, why, 
may I ask, do you walk on the earth and move your body to look at the 
sun? Why do you approach the fire to feel the warmth? Why do you go to 
the table for a meal to satisfy your hunger? Why do you move your 
tongue to speak or your hand to write down these Meditations for us? 
Certainly your doubts can be uttered — they can be devised with great 
subtlety — but they do not further your enterprise. And since you are 
really in no doubt that the things outside you exist, let us be serious and 
straightforward and talk of things as they are. If, granting the existence 
of external objects, you think it cannot be satisfactorily demonstrated 
that the ideas which we have are derived from them, you will have to 
dispose not only of the objections raised by your arguments, but of 
further difficulties that can be raised. 

You admit that we accept that our ideas come from external things, 
since ‘nature has apparently taught us this and we know by experience 
that they do not depend on us, or on our will’.! But if | may pass over 
these arguments and their solution, you should also have raised and 
answered, amongst other things, the question of why a man born blind 
has no idea of colour, or a man born deaf has no idea of sound. Surely 
this is because external objects have not been able to transmit any images 
of themselves to the minds of such unfortunates, because the doors have 
been closed since birth and there have always been barriers in place 
which have prevented these images from entering. 

Later on you press the example of the sun, of which you have two 
ideas: one is derived from the senses, and this makes the sun appear 
small, the other is based on astronomical reasoning and gives us a 
conception of the sun as huge. The latter idea, you say, is truer and more 
closely resembles the sun, and it is not drawn from the senses but derived 
from innate notions or produced in some other way.” But both these 
ideas of the sun resembie the sun and are true, or conform to the sun, 
though one does so more than the other. in just the same way, if we have 
two ideas of the same man, one transmitted from ten feet away and the 
other from a hundred or a thousand feet, both ideas resemble the man 
and are true, or conform to him, but the former idea does so more than 
the latter. The idea which comes from nearby is not so weakened as the 
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one which comes from farther away. Were you not to grasp this point 
fully 1 could explain it quite briefly if you allowed me to. 

Although the second, vast idea of the sun is perceived by the mind 
alone, it does not follow that the idea is derived from some innate notion. 
Since experience establishes, and reasoning based on experience 
confirms, that objects when distant appear smaller than they do when 
they are near us, the idea of the sun which comes to us through 
sense-perception is so amplified by the mind’s own power as to corres- 
pond exactly with the agreed distance of the sun from us, so that its 
diameter equals so many radii of the earth. 

If you want to grasp the fact that no part of this idea has been 
implanted in us by nature, you should inquire about the idea which a 
man born blind has. You will find first of all that the idea in his mind has 
no colour or luminosity. Next you will find that it is not even round, 
unless someone has told him the sun is round and he has previously held 
a round object in his hands. And lastly you will find that the idea is not 
nearly so large, unless he has amplified his previously accepted idea as a 
result of reasoning or the influence of some authority. 

But may | interpose a question here? Do we, who have looked at the 
sun so often, and have so often seen its apparent diameter and reasoned 
about its true diameter, do we, | ask you, have any other than the 
ordinary image of the sun? Reasoning tells us that the sun is more than a 
hundred and sixty times bigger than the earth, but do we therefore have 
an idea of such a vast body? We certainly amplify the idea derived from 
the senses as much as possible, and exert our mind as much as we can. 
But despite this, all we succeed in constructing for ourselves is darkness 
and obscurity. If we wish to have a distinct idea of the sun, then our mind 
must always return to the image which it has received via the eye. It is 
enough if the mind accepts that the sun is in reality bigger, and that it 
would have a larger idea if the eye could move closer to the sun; but in 
the meantime the idea that the mind attends to is nevertheless no larger 
than the one it actually takes in. 

4. Next, you recognize the inequality and diversity to be found among 
our ideas. You say: 


Undoubtedly, the ideas which represent substances to me amount to something 
more and, so to speak, contain within themselves more objective reality than the 
ideas which merely represent modes or accidents. Again, the idea that gives me 
my understanding of a supreme God, eternal, infinite, omnipotent and the creator 
of all things that exist apart from him, certainly has in it more objective reality 
than the ideas that represent finite substances.! 
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Here you move on at a great pace, and we must stop you for a while. lam 
not bothered by what you call ‘objective reality’. It is commonly said that 
external things exist ‘subjectively’ or ‘formally’ in themselves, but exist 
‘objectively’ or ‘ideally’ in the intellect; and it is enough that you appear 
to follow this usage and mean simply that an idea must conform to the 
thing of which it is an idea. Thus an idea contains representatively 
nothing which is not in fact in the thing itself, and the more reality the 
thing represented has in itself, the more representative reality the idea 
possesses. You do in fact immediately afterwards distinguish between 
objective and formal reality, where ‘formal reality’, as | understand it, 
applies to the idea itself not as it represents something but as an entizy in 
its own right. But we agree that the idea, or its objective reality, is not to 
be measured by the total formal reality of the thing (i.e. the reality which 
the thing has in itself) but merely by that part of the thing of which the 
intellect has acquired knowledge (i.e. by the knowledge that the intellect 
has of the thing). Thus you will be said to have a perfect idea of a man if 
you have looked at him carefully and often from all sides; but your idea 
will be imperfect if you have merely seen him in passing and on one 
occasion and from one side. But if you have not seen the man himself, but 
only a mask covering his face and a set of clothes which completely cover 
his body, then we must say either that you do not have an idea of him at 
all or, if you do have one, that it is very imperfect and utterly confused. 

In the light of this I claim that we do have a distinct and genuine idea of 
accidents, but that our idea of the unseen substance beneath them is 
confused and utterly fictitious. So when you say that there is more 
objective reality in the idea of a substance than in the idea of its accidents, 
first of all it has to be denied that we have a true idea or representation of 
a substance, and hence that this idea possesses any objective reality. And 
next, even if we grant that it has some objective reality, we must still deny 
that this is greater than the reality to be found in the idea of the accidents, 
since whatever reality of this sort it possesses it gets from the ideas of the 
accidents under which, or in the guise of which, we conceive of the 
substance (as | said above when I stated that a substance cannot be 
conceived except as something extended and having shape and colour). 

As for what you add about the idea of God, since you are not yet sure 
whether God exists, how, may I ask, do you know that God is 
represented by the idea you have of him as ‘supreme, eternal, infinite, 
omnipotent and the creator of all things’? Do you not take this from your 
previously conceived knowledge of God, that is, from having heard these 
attributes ascribed to him? If you had not previously heard anything of 
this sort, would you still describe God in this way? You will reply that 
you have introduced this just as an example, without meaning to lay 


286 


287 


288 


200 Objections and Replies 


down any definition at this stage. Fair enough; but watch out that you do 
not later take it as already established. 

You claim that there is in the idea of an infinite God more objective 
reality than in the idea of a finite thing.! But first of all, the human 
intellect is not capable of conceiving of infinity, and hence it neither has 
nor can contemplate any idea representing an infinite thing, Hence if 
someone calls something ‘infinite’ he attributes to a thing which he does 
not grasp a label which he does not understand. For just as the thing 
extends beyond any grasp of it he can have, so the negation of a limit 
which he attributes to its extension is not understood by him, since his 
intelligence is always confined within some limit. 

Next, although every supreme perfection is normally attributed to 
God, it seems that such perfections are all taken from things which we 
commonly admire in ourselves, such as longevity, power, knowledge, 
goodness, blessedness and so on. By amplifying these things as much as 
we can, we assert that God is eternal, omnipotent, omniscient, supremely 
good, supremely blessed and so on. Hence the idea representing all these 
things does not contain more objective reality than the finite things taken 
together; the idea in question is compounded and augmented from the 
ideas of these Gnite things in the manner just described. For if someone 
calls something ‘eternal’ he does not thereby embrace in his mind the 
entire extent of its duration — the duration which had no beginning and 
will never have an end. Similarly, someone who uses the term ‘omnipo- 
tent’ does not embrace the whole multitude of possible effects; and so on 
in the case of the remaining attributes. 

Lastly, can anyone claim that he has a genuine idea of God, an idea 
which represents God as he is? What an insignificant thing God would be 
if he were nothing more, and had no other attributes, than what is 
contained in our puny idea! Surely we must believe that there is less of a 
comparison between the perfections of God and man than there is 
between those of an elephant and a tick on its skin. If anyone, after 
observing the perfections of the tick, formed within himself an idea 
which he called ‘the idea of an elephant’ and said that it was an authentic 
idea, would he not be regarded as utterly foolish? So can we really 
congratulate ourselves if, after seeing the perfections of a man, we form 
an idea which we maintain is the idea of God and is genuinely 
representative of him? How, may I ask, are we to detect in God the 
presence of those puny perfections which we find in ourselves? And when 
we do recognize them, what sort of divine essence will that allow us to 
imagine? God is infinitely beyond anything we can grasp, and when our 
mind addresses itself to contemplate him, it is not only in darkness but is 
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reduced to nothing. Hence we have no basis for claiming that we have 
any authentic idea which represents God; and it is more than enough if, 
on the analogy of our human attributes, we can derive and construct an 
idea of some sort for our own use — an idea which does not transcend our 
human grasp and which contains no reality except what we perceive in 
other things or as a result of encountering other things. 

5. You next assume that it is ‘manifest by the natural light that there 
must be at least as much in the efficient and total cause as there is in the 
effect’.| This enables you to infer that there must be at least as much 
formal reality in the cause of an idea as there is objective reality in the 
idea. But this is a very big step to take, and we must stop you here for a 
while. 

First, it seems that the common maxim “There is nothing in the effect 
which is not in the cause’ should be taken to refer to material rather than 
efficient causes. An efficient cause is something external to the effect and 
often of a quite different nature. Although an effect is said to get its 
reality from its efficient cause, it does not follow that the efficient cause 
necessatily has this reality in itself; it may have borrowed it from 
elsewhere. This is transparently clear if we consider effects produced by 
some skill. Although a house gets all its reality from the builder, the 
builder does not have this reality in himself — he simply takes it from 
some other source and passes it on to the house. The sun does the same 
when it transforms inferior matter in various ways so as to produce 
various animals. Even a parent, who admittedly passes some sort of 
matter on to his offspring, derives it not from an efficient but from a 
material principle. Your objection that the effect must be contained in the 
cause ‘either formally or eminently’ proves nothing more than that an 
effect sometimes has a form which resembles the form of its cause, while 
sometimes it has a dissimilar and imperfect form, so that the form of its 
cause is eminently superior. But it does not follow that even an eminent 
cause bestows on the effect some of its essence (that is, that which it 
contains formally), or that it shares its form with the effect. This may 
seem to happen in the case of the begetting of living creatures from the 
seed, but | hardly think you will say that a father, in begetting his son, 
chops off a part of his rational soul and gives it to him. In 2 word, an 
efficient cause does not contain its effect except in the sense that it may 
shape it and produce it out of a given material. 

To discuss what you say about objective reality, | will introduce the 
example of my own image, which I can look at either in a mirror which 
I hold up to my face, or in a painting. Now I myself am the cause of 
the image in the mirror in so far as I transmit my semblance’ on to the 
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mirror, while the painter is the cause of the image displayed on the 
canvas. And in just the same way, if the idea or image of me is in you or 
in any other intellect, one may ask whether I myself am its cause — in so 
far as I transmit my semblance onto the eye and via the eye through to the 
intellect — or whether there is some other cause which traces the image 
out in the intellect as if with a pen or pencil. It seems, however, that no 
cause other than myself is required; for although your intellect may 
subsequently amplify or reduce the idea of me, or may combine it with 
something else, or deal with ic in some other way, | myself am the 
primary cause of all the reality which the idea contains within itself. And 
if this applies to me it must also be taken to apply to any external object. 

Now the reality belonging to this idea is, according to your distinction, 
of two kinds. Its formal reality cannot be any other than that fine and 
subtle substance which flows from me, and is then received by the 
intellect and fashioned into an idea. (If you will not allow that the sem- 
blance proceeding from an object is a substantial effluence, then make it 
whatever you like, but you will only diminish its reality.) The objective 
reality, on the other hand, can be nothing but the representation or 
likeness of me which the idea carries, or at any rate the pattern according 
to which the parts of the idea are fitted together so as to represent me. 
Whichever way you take it, it seems to be nothing real, since it is merely a 
relation between the various parts and between the parts and myself; in 
other words, it is merely a mode of the idea’s formal reality, in virtue of 
which it has taken on this particular form. But never mind; let us call it 
‘objective reality’, since this is what you want. 

if the example is set up in this way, it seems that you ought to compare 
the formal reality of the idea with my formal reality or my substance, and 
you should compare the objective reality of the idea with the proportion 
obtaining between my various parts or my external form and outline. But 
what you want to do is to compare the objective reality of the idea with 
my formal reality. 

But however we analyse the axiom referred to above, it is clear not 
only that there is in me as much formal reality as there is objective reality 
in the idea of me, but also that the formal reality of the idea is virally 
nothing by comparison with my formal reality or my entire substance. 
Hence we must grant you that ‘there must be at least as much formal 
reality in the cause of an idea as there is objective reality in the idea’;! for 
the entire contents of the idea are virtually nothing in comparison with its 
cause. 

6. Your next step is as follows. If the objective reality of any one of 
your ideas turns out to be so great that you do not contain it within you 
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either eminently or formally, and hence cannot yourself be its cause, it 
follows necessarily that something besides you exists in the world. For if 
this were not so, you would have no argument to convince yourself of the 
existence of anything else.! Certainly, from what you have already said, 
you are not the cause of the reality of your ideas; the cause is, rather, the 
things themselves which are represented through the ideas, and which 
send images of themselves to you as if to a mirror (though you may 
sometimes take these images as the basis for constructing pictures of 
chimeras). But whether or not you yourself are the cause, does that make 
you uncertain about whether anything besides you exists in the world? 
Please give a straight answer; for whatever turns out to be the case 
regarding ideas, we hardly need to look for arguments to prove that other 
things exist. 

You then make a survey of the ideas which are in you, and besides the 
idea of yourself you list the ideas of God, corporeal and inanimate things, 
angels, animals and men. Since you say there is no problem about the 
idea of yourself, you are then able to infer that the ideas of men, animals 
and angels can be put together from the ideas which you have of yourself, 
of God and of corporeal things; you also infer that the ideas of corporeal 
things could have come from yourself? What | find strange here is how 
you can claim that there is no problem about the idea you are said to 
have of yourself (an idea which is so fertile that it enables you to derive so 
many other ideas from it). For in fact you either have no idea of yourself 
at all, or you have one which is very confused and imperfect, as we have 
noted when commenting on the previous Meditation. The inference 
which you yourself drew in that Meditation was that there was nothing 
which you could perceive more easily or evidently than yourself. But 
since you neither have nor are capable of having any idea of yourself, 
should we not rather say that you can perceive anything at all more easily 
and more evidently than yourself? 

When I think about why it is that sight does not see itself and the 
intellect does not understand itself, it occurs to me that nothing acts on 
itself. Thus the hand (or the tip of the finger) does not strike itself and the 
foot does not kick itself. Now if we are to become awate of something, it 
is necessary for the thing to act on the cognitive faculty by transmitting 
its semblance? to the faculty or by informing the faculty with its 
semblance. Hence it seems clear that the faculty itself, not being outside 
itself, cannot transmit a semblance of itself to itself, and hence cannot 
produce any awareness of itself or, in other words, cannot perceive itself. 
Why do you think that the eye can see itself in a mirror although it 
cannot see itself in itself? It is because there is a space between the eye and 

1 Cf. above p.29. 2 Cf above pp. 29f. 3 See footnote, above p. 174. 
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the mirror, and the eye acts on the mirror, transmitting a semblance of 
itself onto it, so that the mirror in turn acts on the eye by sending its own 
semblance back to it. Show me a mirror that you yourself can act on in 
this way, and | promise that, when it reflects your semblance back to you, 
you will finaily manage to perceive yourself — though not by direct but by 
a reflexive kind of cognition, But since you cannot provide such a mirror, 
there is no hope of your knowing yourself. 

I could also be awkward and ask how you are supposed to have an 
idea of God — unless it is the kind of idea we have been talking about and 
is acquired in the way just discussed. And how can you have an idea of 
the angels, since | take it you would never have thought of them if you 
had not been told about them? What about animals and other things? If 
they had not impinged on your senses | am practically certain you would 
never have had any ideas of them, just as you have no idea of countless 
things which you have never seen or heard of. But setting all this aside, | 
do admit that the ideas which we have in our minds of various things can 
be compounded together to give rise to many more forms of other things. 
But the ideas which you list do not seem adequate to account for such a 
great diversity of forms, or even for the distinct and determinate ideas we 
have of each specific thing. 

However, | will pause only at the ideas of corporeal things. There is a 
considerable difficulty about how you can derive these from yourself or 
simply from the idea of yourself,! when you claim to be incorporea! and 
consider yourself as such. For if you have knowledge only of an 
incorporeal substance, how can it be that you also have some grasp of 
corporeal substance? Is there any analogy between the latter and the 
former? You may say they have it in common that they are capable of 
existing, but this point of agreement cannot be understood unless we 
have some prior understanding of each of the two things which have this 
in common. Before we can form the common notion you make use of 
here, we must understand the particular items to which it applies. If the 
inteliect can form the idea of corporeal substance from its understanding 
of an incorporeal substance, then there is surely no reason to doubt that a 
blind man, or one who has been confined in utter darkness since birth, 
can form in his mind the idea of light and colours. You say that you can 
go on to acquire the idea of extension, shape and motion and other 
properties common to the things which can be perceived by the senses, 
which is easy enough for you to say; but what surprises me is why you do 
not find it just as easy to derive light and colours and so on. But we must 
not spend too much time on these matters. 

7. You then draw the following conclusion: 
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So there remains only the idea of God; and 1 must consider whether there is 
anything in the idea which could not have originated in myself. By the word 
‘God’ I understand a substance that is infinite, independent, supremely intelligent, 
supremely powerful, and which created both myself and everything else (if 
anything else there be) that exists. All these attributes are such that, the more 
carefully I concentrate on them, the less possible it seems that they could have 
originated from me alone. So from what has been said it must be concluded that 
God necessarily exists. ! 


This, of course, is the result you were aiming for. But although ! accept 
the conclusion, I do not see how it follows from your reasoning. You say 
that the attributes which you understand to be in God are of such a kind 
that they could not have originated from you alone, and you hope to 
show from this that they must have originated from God, First of all, it is 
absolutely true that they did not originate from you alone, and that you 
did not acquire your understanding of them from yourself or through your 
own efforts. But this is because they in fact originated and were derived 
from things, parents, teachers, professors and from the human society in 
which you have moved. ‘But | am merely a mind’, you may say; ‘lam not 
admitting anything outside of me — not even ears to hear with or men to 
talk to me.’ You may say this, bur would you be saying it if you did not 
hear with your ears or if there was no one to tell you anything? Let us 
discuss this seriously: tell me in good faith whether you do not in fact 
derive ali the language which you use of God from the human society in 
which you live. And if this is true of the words, is it not also true of the 
underlying notions which these words express? Hence although these 
ideas do not come from you alone, it seems that they do not therefore 
come from God, but that they come from another source. Furthermore, 
in the case of all these ideas, once you have obtained them by encounter- 
ing things, can you not afterwards get them from yourself? Do you really 
therefore comprehend something which is beyond ‘our human grasp? 
Granted, if you understood the nature of God, there would be reason to 
think that you had learnt this from God; but all the characteristics you 
attribute to God are nothing other than various perfections which you 
have noticed in people and other things, and which the human mind has 
the power to understand, put together and amplify, as I have already 
explained several times. 

You say that the idea of a substance may come from yourself, since you 
are a substance, but that the idea of an infinite substance could not come 
from you, because you are not infinite.? But you do not possess the idea 
of an infinite substance except verbally, and in the sense in which people 
are said to ‘grasp the infinite’ (which is really not grasping it at all), 
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Hence it is not necessary that this idea should originate from an infinite 
substance: it can be constructed by the process of composition and 
amplification which has already been explained. The early philosophers, 
by taking in this visible space and this single world and a few principles 
of this kind, got their ideas of these things; and they then took these ideas 
and amplified them to form ideas of an infinite universe, an infinite 
number of worlds and infinite principles. Do you then propose to say that 
they did not form such ideas by their own mental powers, but that it was 
an infinite universe, infinite worlds and infinite principles that made these 
ideas come into their minds? You insist that your perception of the 
infinite is arrived at by means of ‘a true idea’.! But if it were a true idea, it 
would represent the infinite as it is, and you would hence perceive its 
principal feature — the one we are dealing with here — namely its infinity. 
But in fact your thought always stops at something finite, and you call it 
‘infinite’ only because you do not perceive what is beyond the reach of 
your perception; hence it is quite right to say that you perceive the infinite 
by a negation of the finite. It will not do to say that you ‘perceive more 
reality in an infinite substance than ina finite one’.? To do this you would 
have to perceive an infinite reality, which you do not in fact do. Indeed, 
you do not really ‘perceive more’ at all: all you do is to amplify the finite 
and then imagine that what is enlarged has more reality than it does 
when it remains small. Or do you want to say that those early 
philosophers perceived more reality — a reality that really existed — when 
they conceived of several worlds than when they simply thought of one 
world? This leads me, incidentally, to point out that the reason why our 
mind is so much more confused when it amplifies a semblance or image is 
probably that it pulls this semblance away from its proper setting, destroys 
the distinctness of its parts, and thus so weakens the whole idea that it 
finally vanishes altogether. I should mention, however, that the mind is 
sometimes confused for precisely the opposite reason, namely when it 
reduces an idea too much. 

You say that it does not matter that you do not grasp the infinite or 
everything that is in it, but that it is enough that you should understand a 
few of its attributes for it to be said that you have a true and completely 
clear and distinct idea of it? But if you do not grasp the infinite, but 
merely the finite, you do not have a true idea of the infinite, but only of 
the finite. You can at most be said to know part of the infinite; but this 
does not mean you know the infinite itself. A man who has never left an 
underground cave may be said to know part of the world, but that does 
not mean that he knows the world itself; he would turn out to be a fool if 
he thought that his idea of this tiny portion of the world was a true and 
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authentic idea of the entire world. You say, however, that it is in the 
nature of the infinite not to be grasped by a finite creature like yourself.! I 
accept this; but it is not in the nature of a true idea of an infinite thing to 
represent such a tiny part of it, or rather what is no part at all, since it is 
no fraction of the whole. You say that it is enough that you understand 
the few attributes which you do perceive clearly. Does this mean that if 
you want to have an authentic idea of a man it is enough to see the tip of 
one of his hairs? Would it not be a fine likeness of me if a painter merely 
painted one of my hairs, or only its tip? But the gap between the tip of 
one of my hairs and the whole of me is not just much smaller or very 
much smaller, but infinitely smaller than the gap between everything we 
know of the infinite, or God, and God himself in his entirety, In a word, 
the attributes that we do know prove nothing about God which they do 
not also prove of the infinite set of worlds mentioned in the above 
example. Indeed, these infinite worlds can be understood from our clear 
perception of this one world very much more clearly than God, or an 
infinite being, can be understood from your perception of your sub- 
stance, whose nature you have not yet established. 

8. In another passage you argue as follows: ‘How could | understand 
that | doubted or desired — that is, lacked something — and that I was not 
wholly perfect, unless there were in me some idea of a more perfect being 
which enabled me to recognize my own defects by comparison?” But it is 
hardly surprising that you should be in doubt about something, or desire 
something or recognize that you lack something, given that you do not 
know everything, are not everything, and do not possess everything. Is 
this what makes you recognize that you are not wholly perfect? That is 
indeed perfectly true and can be said without any malice. But do you 
therefore understand that there is something more perfect than you? 
Surely when you desire something it is not always in some sense more 
perfect than you. When you desire some bread, the bread is not in any 
sense more perfect than you or your body; it is merely more perfect than 
the emptiness of your stomach. How, then, do you infer that there is 
something more perfect than you? Surely it is because you see the totality, 
which includes you and the bread and everything else; since individual 
parts of the whole have some perfection, and some subserve others and 
can come to their aid, it is easy to understand that there is more 
perfection in the whole than in the part; and since you are merely a part, 
you have to acknowledge that there is something more perfect than you. 
This, then, is how you may come to have the idea of a being more perfect 
than you, and then to recognize your defects by comparing yourself with 
it. | pass over the fact that various individual parts of the whole may also 
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be more perfect than you, and that you may desire what they have and 
thus recognize your defects by comparing yourself with them. Thus you 
might have known a man who was healthier, stronger, better looking, 
more learned, more restrained and hence more perfect than you; if so, it 
would not have been difficult for you to conceive an idea of this man and, 
by comparing yourself with it, co come to understand that you did not 
have the same degree of health, strength and the other perfections that 
were to be found in him. 

A little later you raise a possible objection to your argument: ‘But 
perhaps I am something greater than 1 myself understand, and ali the 
perfections which I attribute to God are potentially in me, even though 
not yet actualized, as could happen if my knowledge were gradually 
increased to infinity.’ But you reply: ‘though it is true that there is a 
gradual increase in my knowledge, and that I can have many potentiali- 
ties which are not yet actual, this is all quite irrelevant to the idea of God, 
which contains nothing that is potential; indeed, this gradual increase in 
knowledge is itself the surest sign of imperfection’.! But although the 
features which you perceive in the idea actually exist in the idea, it does 
not follow that they actually exist in the real thing corresponding to the 
idea, An architect makes up an idea of a house in his mind, and this idea 
actually consists of the specified walls, floors, roof, windows and so on; 
but the house itself and its components do not yet exist in actuality but 
only in potentiality. Similarly, the aforementioned idea of the ancient 
philosophers actually contains an infinity of worlds, but you will not 
therefore say that this infinity of worlds actually exists. Thus whether 
something is potentially in you or not, it is enough that your idea or 
knowledge can be gradually increased or amplified; but we must not infer 
from this that what is known or represented by the idea actually exists. 
The point you next recognize — that your knowledge will never become 
infinite — | readily accept; but you should also recognize that you will 
never have a true and genuine idea of God, since there always remains 
much more, infinitely more, to be discovered about him — infinitely more 
than remains to be discovered about a man when all you have seen is the 
tip of one of his hairs. Indeed, even if you have not seen the whole man, 
you have nevertheless seen other men, and this will enable you, by 
comparison, to make some conjecture about him. But we have never 
had an opportunity to know anything which resembles God and his 
immensity. 

You say that you ‘take God to be actually infinite, so that nothing can 
be added to his perfection’.? But you are here making a judgement about 
something of which you are ignorant. Your judgement is based simply on 
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a presumption, like that of the philosophers who supposed there to be 
infinite worlds, infinite principles and an infinite universe so immense 
that nothing could be added to it. Your further comment that ‘the 
objective being of an idea cannot come from potential being but only 
from actual being’ can hardly be true, given what we have said about the 
ideas belonging to the architect and the ancient philosophers, especially 
when you remember that ideas of this sort are constructed from other 
ideas, which the intellect originally derived from actyally existing causes. 

9. You next ask whether, given that you possess an idea of a being 
more perfect than you, you could exist if no such being existed. And you 
say in reply, ‘From whom, in that case, would I derive my existence? 
From myself, presumably, or from my parents, or from some other 
beings less perfect than God.’! And you go on to prove that you do not 
derive your existence from yourself. But this is quite unnecessary. You 
then provide a reason why you have not always existed. But this too is 
redundant, except in so far as you want at the same time to infer that you 
have a cause which not only creates you but preserves you. Thus, from 
the fact that your lifetime has many parts, you infer that since each part is 
independent of the others you must be created anew in each individual 
part. But you should see that there is another way this problem can be 
understood. There are admittedly some effects that need the efficient 
cause which first produced them to be continuously present if they are to 
keep going and not give out at any given moment. The light of the sun is 
such an effect (though in cases of this kind it is not so much one and the 
same effect that continues as ‘an equivalent effect’, as they say in the case 
of the flow of water in a river). But there are other effects which we see 
continuing not only when the acknowledged cause is no longer active, 
but even, if you like, when it is destroyed and reduced to nothing. Such 
effects include those produced by procreation and manufacture, which 
are so numerous that it would be tedious to list them; it suffices for my 
point that you are one of them, whatever your cause may eventually curn 
out to be. But you say that the parts of your lifetime are ‘independent of 
each other’. Here | am tempted to ask if we can think of anything whose 
parts are more inseparable from one another than your duration. Can we 
think of anything whose parts are more inviolably linked and connected? 
Is there anything whose later parts are more inevitable, or more closely 
tied to the earlier parts, or more dependent on them? But not to press the 
point, what difference does this dependence or independence of the parts 
of your duration make to your creation or preservation? Surely these 
parts are merely externa! — they follow on without playing any active 
role. They make no more difference to your creation and preservation 
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than the flow or passage of the particles of water in a river makes to the 
creation and preservation of some rock past which it flows. You say that 
from the fact that you existed a little while ago it does not follow that you 
must exist now.' I agree; but this is not because a cause is needed to 
create you anew, but because there is no guarantee that there is not some 
cause present which might destroy you, or that you may not have some 
weakness within you which may now finally bring about your demise. 
You say that ‘it is therefore evident by the natural light that the 
distinction between creation and preservation is only a conceptual one’.? 
But how is this ‘evident’, if not in the case of light itself and similar 
effects? You add that you have no power to bring it about that you will 
continue to exist a short time from now, since you are not conscious of 
such a power, and yet you are a thinking thing. But you do have a power 
in virtue of which you can suppose that you will exist a short time from 
now, although not necessarily or indubitably, since this power or natural 
constitution of yours, whatever it is, does not go so far as to guard 
against every external or internal cause that may destroy you. So you will 
indeed continue to exist, not because you have some power which creates 
you anew, but because you have a power sufficient to ensure that you will 
continue unless some destructive cause intervenes. Your conclusion, that 
you depend on some being distinct from yourself, is in fact correct, not in 
the sense that you are created anew by this being, but rather in the sense 
that you were once created by it. You go on to say that this being is not 
your parents or any other such cause. But why should it not be your 
parents, since it seems so evident that it was they who produced you, 
along with your body? This is not to mention the sun and other 
concurrent causes. ‘But’, you say, ‘I am a thinking thing, and I have the 
idea of God in me.’ But were not your parents and their minds also 
thinking things possessing the idea of God? Hence you should not here 
insist on the dictum you mentioned earlier, viz. ‘There must be at least 
as much in the cause as in the effect.’ You say that if the cause is 
something other than God we may ask whether it derives its existence 
from itself or from some other cause: if from itself, it will be God; if 
from some other cause we may repeat the question until we reach a cause 
which derives its existence from itself, and is God, since an infinite regress 
is not permissible? But if your parents were the cause of your existence, 
then that cause may have derived its existence not from itself but from 
another cause; and the same may be true of that prior cause, and so on ad 
infinitum. You cannot prove that such an infinite regress is absurd unless 
you also prove that the world began at some time, and hence that there 
must have been a first parent who had no parent. An infinite regress 
1 Above p. 33. 2 Ibid. 3 CE. above p. 34. 
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seems to be absurd only in the case of causes which are so linked and 
subordinated to each other that a cause which is lower in the chain 
cannot act without the motive power of one which is higher. This occurs 
when something is pushed by a stone, the stone by a stick, and the stick 
by a hand, or when the first link of a chain lifts a weight, and that link is 
pulled by the previous link and so on. In such cases we must eventually 
reach one link in the chain which is the first to move. But an infinite series 
does not seem to be absurd when we have causes which are arranged in 
such a way that if the earlier cause is destroyed the subsequent cause 
depending on it survives and can still act. Hence when you say ‘It is clear 
enough that an infinite regress is impossible here’, you must ask whether 
this was equally evident to Aristotle, who was strongly convinced that 
there was never any first parent. You go on as follows: nor can several 
partial causes have contributed to your creation, so that you received 
from them the ideas of the various perfections you attribute to God; for 
these perfections can be found only in one single God whose unity and 
simplicity is one of his most important perfections.! But whether you had 
one cause or several, it is not necessary that it was these causes which 
implanted in you the ideas of their perfections, which you have managed 
to unite. And in any case you allow us to raise the question of why, given 
that you do not have several causes, it should not have been possible for 
several things to have existed such that you first admired their perfections 
and then went on to derive the notion of that blessed thing in whom they 
are all supposed to exist together. You know how the poets describe 
Pandora. Surely you might have admired various people’s outstanding 
knowledge, wisdom, justice, steadfastness, power, health, beauty, felic- 
ity, longevity and so on, and then put all these things together and 
considered how admirable it would be if one person had all these 
perfections at once. Why should you not then have augmented all these 
perfections in various degrees, until it seemed that,this person would be 
all the more admirable if his knowledge, power, duration and so on were 
unlimited, so that he was omniscient, omnipotent, eternal and so on? 
And when you saw that such perfections could not belong to human 
nature, why should you not have supposed that if they were all combined 
in one nature, that would be a blessed nature indeed? And why should 
you not then think it worth investigating whether or not such a being 
existed? Why should not certain arguments then be produced to make it 
seem more reasonable that he should exist rather than not exist? And 
why should you not accordingly remove all bodily attributes and other 
limitations which imply some imperfection? Very many people certainly 
seem to have proceeded in this way; but since there are various modes 
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and degrees of reasoning, some have allowed God to remain corporeal, 
some have said he has human limbs, some have said he is not one but 
many, and others have produced other all roo common accounts. As for 
the perfection of unity which you speak of, there is certainly no 
contradiction in conceiving of all the perfections which we attribute to 
God as being intimately connected and inseparable. But for all that, the 
idea which you have of these perfections was not placed in you by God 
but was derived by you from the things you have seen, and was then 
amplified in the way already explained. Thus Pandora is depicted as a 
goddess endowed with all gifts and perfections; and this is not the only 
example, since people have also conceived of the perfect republic, the 
perfect orator and so on. Finally, from the fact that you exist and have 
the idea of a perfect being within you, you conclude that you have a most 
evident demonstration of the existence of God. But although the 
conclusion that God exists is true, it is not clear from what you have said 
that you have provided a most evident demonstration of it. 

io. ‘It only remains’, you say, ‘for me to examine how I received this 
idea from God. For I did not acquire it from the senses, and it was not 
invented by me either (for | am plainly unable either to take anything 
away from it or to add anything to it). The only remaining alternative is 
that it is innate in me, just as the idea of myself is innate in me.’! But | 
have already said several times that you could have partly derived it from 
the senses and partly made it up. When you say that you cannot add 
anything to it or take anything away, remember that when you first 
acquired it, it was not as perfect as it is now. Consider that there may be 
men or angels or other natures more learned than you from which you 
may in the future receive some information about God which you have 
not hitherto known. Consider also that God, at any rate, could give you 
such information and instruct you so clearly either in this life or the next 
that you would have to consider your previous knowledge of him as 
worthless. Whatever sort of knowledge you may finally arrive at, 
consider that we can ascend from the perfection of created things to 
knowledge of the perfections of God in such a way that we can uncover 
more and more perfections every day; and hence we cannot at any one 
moment possess a perfect idea of God, but only one that becomes more 
and more perfect each day. You go on as follows: 
And indeed it is no surprise that God, in creating me, should have placed this idea 
in me to be, as it were, the mark of the craftsman stamped on his work. The mark 
need not be anything distinct from the work itself. But the mere fact that God 
created me is a very strong basis for believing that I am somehow made in his 
image and likeness, and that I perceive that likeness, which includes the idea of 
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God, by the same faculty which enables me to perceive myself. That is, in 
understanding myself | understand that 1 am a thing which is incomplete and 
dependent on another and which aspires without limit to ever greater and better 
things; but 1 also understand at the same time that he on whom I depend has 
within him all those greater things, not just indefinitely and potentially but 
actually and infinitely, and hence that he is God.! 


All your assertions here are quite plausible, and I do not deny their truth; 
but how, may I ask, do you prove them? Setting aside my previous 
points, let me ask you this. If the idea of God is in you like the mark of a 
craftsman stamped on his work, how is this stamping carried out? What 
is the form of this ‘mark’ you talk of? How do you recognize it? If it is 
‘not distinct’ from the work or the thing itself, are you yourself, then, an 
idea? Are you nothing else but a mode of thought? Are you both the 
mark which is stamped and the subject on which it is stamped? You say 
that it is reasonable to believe that you are made in the image and 
likeness of God. This is certainly believable given religious faith, but how 
may it be understood by natural reason, unless you are putting forward 
an anthropomorphic picture of God? Moreover, what can that likeness 
consist in? Since you are dust and ashes, can you presume that you 
resemble that eternal, incorporeal, immense, most perfect, most glorious 
and above all most invisible and incomprehensible nature? Have you 
known that nature face to face, that you compare yourself with it and can 
assert that you resemble it? The fact that he created you, you say, makes 
it reasonable to believe you resemble him. On the contrary, this fact 
makes such a resemblance utterly unlikely, since the work is not similar 
to the workman except when he engenders it by communicating his 
nature to it. But you are not begotten of God in this way: you are not his 
offspring, or a participator in his nature, but are merely created by him, 
that is, produced by him in accordance with an idea. Hence you cannot 
say that you resemble him any more than a house resembles a bricklayer. 
This objection stands even if we grant what you have not yet proved, 
namely that you were created by God. You say that you perceive the 
likeness when you understand that you are a thing which is incomplete 
and dependent and aspires to greater and better things. But is this not 
rather an argument for a dissimilarity between you and God, since God 
is, by contrast with you, utterly complete and independent and self- 
sufficient, being the greatest and best of all things? | pass over the fact 
that when you understand yourself to be dependent you are not 
immediately entitled to understand that the thing on which you depend is 
anything other than your parents; or if you do understand it to be 
something else, this does not explain why you should think you resemble 
1 Ibid. 
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it. Lalso pass over the fact that it is surprising that everyone else, or every 
other mind, should not share your understanding, especially since there is 
no reason why God should not be thought to have imprinted the idea of 
himself on them as well as on you. This one fact surely shows that there is 
no idea imprinted on us by God; for if there were, if one and the same 
idea were always imprinted on everyone, then everyone would conceive 
of God in terms of a similar form and image, and would give him the 
same attributes and have exactly the same view of him, whereas, 
notoriously, the opposite is true. But I have already spent too much time 
on this topic. 


On the Fourth Meditation: ‘Truth and falsity’ 


x. In the Fourth Meditation you begin by going over the results which 
you consider you have demonstrated in the previous Meditations — 
results which, you presume, have opened the way for further progress. To 
avoid delay here, I shall not keep insisting that you should have provided 
a firmer demonstration of these results; 1 shall simply ask you to 
remember what has been conceded and what not, so that the discussion 
may avoid being dragged into the realm of preconceived opinion. 

Next you reason that it is impossible that God should deceive you;' 
and in order to make excuses for the deceptive and error-prone faculty 
which God gave you, you suggest that the fault lies in nothingness, which 
you say you have some idea of, and which you say you participate in, 
since you take yourself to be something intermediate between nothing- 
ness and God. This is a splendid argument! 1 will pass over the 
impossibility of explaining how we have an idea of nothingness, and 
what kind of idea it is, and how we participate in nothingness, and so on. 
I will simply point out that this distinction does not obviate the fact that 
God could have given man a faculty of judgement that was immune from 
error. Without giving him a faculty of infinite scope, he could have given 
him the kind of faculty which would never lead him to assent to 
falsehood, so that he would clearly perceive anything he did know, and 
would avoid making any definite assertion on one side or the other in 
cases where he was ignorant. 

When you discuss this objection you state that it is no cause for 
surprise if you do not understand the reason for some of God’s actions 
This is correct, but it is still surprising that you should have a true idea 
which represents God as omniscient, omnipotent and wholly good, and 
yet that you should nonetheless observe that some of his works are not 
wholly perfect. For given that he could have made things more perfect 
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but did not do so, this seems to show that he must have lacked either the 
knowledge or the power or the will to do so. He was certainly imperfect 
if, despite having the knowledge and the power, he lacked the will and 
preferred imperfection to perfection, 

Your rejection of the employment of final causes in physics’ might 


have been correct in a different context, but since you are dealing with 309 


God, there is obviously a danger that you may be abandoning the 
principal argument for establishing by the natural light the wisdom, 
providence and power of God, and indeed his existence, Leaving aside 
the entire world, the heavens and its other main parts, how or where will 
you be able to get any better evidence for the existence of such a God 
than from the function of the various parts in plants, animals, man and 
yourself (or your body), seeing that you bear the likeness of God? We 
know that certain great thinkers have been led by a study of anatomy 
not just to achieve a knowledge of God but also to sing thankful 
hymns to him for having organized all the parts and harmonized their 
functions in such a way as to deserve the highest praise for his care and 
providence, 

You will say that it is the physical causes of this organization and 
arrangement which we should investigate, and that it is foolish to have 
recourse to purposes rather than to active causes or materials. But no 
mortal can possibly understand or explain the active principle that 
produces the observed form and arrangement of the valves which serve as 
the openings to the vessels in the chambers of the heart. Nor can we 
understand the source from which this active principle acquires the 
material from which the valves are fashioned, or how it makes them 
operate, or what organic structure it employs, or how it makes use of 
them, or what it requires to ensure that they are of the correct hardness, 
consistency, fit, flexibility, size, shape and position. Since, | say, no 
physicist is able to discern and explain these and siniilar structures, why 
should he not at least admire their superb functioning and the ineffable 
Providence which has so appositely designed the valves for this function? 
Why should the physicist not be praised if he then sees that we must 
necessarily acknowledge some first cause which arranged these and all 


other things with such supreme wisdom and in such precise conformity 3x0 


with his purposes? 

You say that it is rash to investigate the purposes of God.’ But while 
this may be true if you are thinking of the purposes which God himself 
wished to remain hidden or ordered us not to investigate, it surely does 
not apply to the purposes which he left on public display, as it were, and 
which can be discovered without much effort — purposes which are in any 
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case of such a kind as to lead us to bestow great praise on God as their 
author. 

You may say that the idea of God which is in each of us suffices to give 
us true and authentic knowledge of God and his purposes, without any 
reference to the purposes of things or anything else. But not everyone is in 
your happy position of having such a perfect idea from birth and seeing it 
before him with such clarity. And since there are some to whom God has 
not granted such clear vision, you should not begrudge their being able to 
come to know and glorify the craftsman by an inspection of his works. | 
need hardly stress that this does not prevent our being allowed to make 
use of the idea of God, since this too appears to be entirely derived from 
our knowledge of things in the world; indeed were you to admit the 
truth, you would say that you owed a considerable amount, if not 
everything, to this kind of knowledge. For | ask you, what progress do 
you think you would have made if, since being implanted in the body, 
you had remained within it with your eyes closed and your ears stopped 
and, in short, with no external senses to enable you to perceive this 
universe of objects or anything outside you? Would you not have been 
absorbed in private meditation, eternally turning thoughts over and 
over? Answer in all honesty and tell me what idea of God and yourself 
you think you would have acquired under such circumstances. 

2. The solution which you go on to offer is that a created thing which 
appears imperfect should be considered not as a whole, but as a part of 
the universe, and from this point of view it will be perfect.’ This is an 
admirable distinction; but here we are dealing with the imperfection of a 
part not as a part, or in comparison with the complete whole, but as 
something complete in itself which performs its special function. And 
even if you relate this to the universe, we are still faced with the problem 
of whether the universe would not really have been more perfect if all its 
parts had been perfect than it is now when many of its parts are 
imperfect. Thus a republic whose citizens are all good will be more 
perfect than one in which most or some of the citizens are bad. 

So when you go on to say later on that the universe will be in some 
sense more perfect if some of its parts are subject to error than it would 
be if they were all alike, this is like saying that a republic has, in a sense, 
more perfection if some of its citizens are bad than it would have if they 
were all good. Hence, just as it seems that a good ruler ought to prefer it 
if all his citizens are good, so it seems that the author of the universe 
ought to have ordained that all the parts of the universe should be created 
such as to be immune frorn error. You could say that the perfection of the 
parts which are immune from error appears greater by contrast with 
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those which are liable to error; but they are not intrinsically more perfect. 
In the same way, the virtue of good men does in a sense shine out more by 
contrast with those who are vicious, but it is not for that reason 
intrinsically more shining. Hence, just as we should not want some of the 
citizens to be bad merely so as to make the good citizens stand out more 
brightly, so it seems that it should never have been allowed that some 
parts of the universe should be subject to error just so that those which 
wete immune from error should shine more brightly. 

You say that you have no right to complain that the role God wished 
you to undertake in the world is not the principal one or the most perfect 
of all.! But this docs not eliminate the question of why God was not 
satisfied with giving you a role to play which was the least perfect of a set 
of perfect roles, without actually giving you an imperfect role. A ruler 
cannot be blamed for not appointing all the citizens to the highest offices 
bur keeping some in lower, and others in the lowest, positions; but he 
would be criticized if he not only assigned some to the lowest offices but 
also assigned some to positively base roles, 

You say that you cannot produce any reason to prove that God ought 
to have given you a greater faculty of knowledge than he did; and no 
matter how skilled you understand a craftsman to be, this does not make 
you think that he ought to have put into every one of his works all the 


perfections which he is able to put into some of them But the objection — 


which I have just raised still stands. The difficulty, you see, is not so much 
why God did not give you a greater faculty of knowledge, bur why he 
gave you a faculty subject to error. The question is not why the supreme 
craftsman did not want to bestow all the perfections on ail his works, but 
way he wished to bestow imperfections on some of them. 

You say that although you have no power to avoid error through 
having a clear perception of things, you can still avoid it by firmly 
resolving to adhere to the rule of not assenting to anything which you.do 
not clearly perceive.? But although you can always keep this rule carefully 
in mind, is it not still an imperfection not to perceive clearly matters 
which you need to decide upon, and hence to be perpetually liable to the 
risk of error? 

You say that error resides in the mental operation itself in so far as it 
proceeds from you and is a kind of privation, but not in the faculty God 
gave you, nor in its operation in so far as it depends on him. But 
although the error does not immediately reside in the faculty God gave 
you, it does indirectly attach to it, since it was created with the kind of 
imperfection which makes error possible. Admittedly, as you say, you 
have no cause for complaint against God who, despite owing you 
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nothing, bestowed on you the good gifts which you should thank him 
for. But there is still cause to wonder why he did not bestow more perfect 
gifts on you, given that he had the knowledge and the power and was not 
malevolent. 

You go on to say that you have no cause to complain that God’s 
concurrence is involved in your acts when you go wrong. For in so far as 
these acts depend on God, they are all true and good; and your ability to 
perform them means that there is, in a sense, more perfection in you than 
would be the case if you lacked this ability. You continue: ‘As for the pri- 
vation involved — which is all that the essential definition of falsity and 
wrong consists in — this does not in any way require the concurrence of 
God, since it is not a thing and should not be referred to him.”! But 
although this is a subtle distinction it is not quite enough to resolve the 
problem. For even if God does not concur in the privation in which the 
falsity and error of the act consists, he nonetheless concurs in the act 
itself; and if he did not concur in it, it would not be a privation. In any 
case, he is the author of that power in you which is subject to deception 
and error; and hence he is the author of a power which is, so to speak, 
ineffective. Thus the defect in the act should not, it seems, be referred so 
much to the power which is ineffective as to the author who made it 
ineffective and did not choose to make it effective, or more effective, 
though he was able to do so. It is certainly no fault in a workman if he 
does not trouble to make an enormous key to open a tiny box; but it is a 
fault if, in making the key small, he gives it a shape which makes it 
difficult or impossible to open the box. Similarly, God is admittedly not 
to be blamed for giving puny man a faculty of judging that is too small to 
cope with everything, or even with most things or the most important 
things; bur this still leaves room to wonder why he gave man a faculty 
which is uncertain, confused and inadequate even for the few matters 
which he did want us to decide upon. 

3. You next ask what is the cause of error or falsity in you.? First of 
all, | do not question your basis for saying the intellect is simply the 
faculty of being aware of ideas, or of apprehending things simply and 
without any affirmation or negation; nor do | dispute your calling the 
will or freedom of choice a faculty whose function is to affirm or deny, to 
give or withhold assent. My only question concerns why, on your 
account, our will or freedom of choice is not restricted by any limits, 
whereas the intellect is restricted. In fact it seems that these two faculties 
have an equally broad scope; certainly the scope of the intellect is at the 
very least no narrower than that of the will, since the will never aims at 
anything which the intellect has not already perceived. 
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I said that the scope of the intellect was ‘at the very least no narrower’; 
in fact its scope seems to be even wider than that of the will. For the will 
or choice or judgement, and hence our selection or pursuit or avoidance 
of something, never occurs unless we have previously apprehended that 
thing, and unless the idea of that thing has been previously perceived and 
set before us by the intellect. What is more, there are many things which 
we understand only obscurely, so that no judgement or pursuit or 
avoidance occurs in respect of them. Also, the faculty of judgement is 
often undecided, and if there are reasons of equal weight on either side, 
or no reasons at all, no judgement follows; but the intellect still continues 
to apprehend the matters on which no judgement has been passed. 

You say that you can always understand the possibility of your 
faculties being increased more and more, including the intellectual 
faculty itself, of which you can form an infinite idea.! But this itself shows 
that the intellect is not any more limited than the will, since it can extend 
itself even to an infinite object. You say that you recognize your will to be 
equal to that of God — not, indeed, in respect of its extent, but essentially. 
But surely the same could be said of the intellect too, since you have 
defined the essential notion of the intellect in just the same way as you 
have defined that of the will. In short, will you please tell us if the will can 
extend to anything that escapes the intellect? It seems, then, that error 
does not arise, as you allege, from the fact that the scope of the will is 
wider than that of the intellect and the will extends itself to judge of 
matters which the intellect does not perceive. The scope of both faculties 
is equal, and error arises instead from the fact that the perception of the 
intellect is faulty and the judgement of the will is faulty. 

Hence there is no basis for your extending the will beyond the bounds 
of the intellect, since the will never makes judgements about things which 
the intellect does not perceive, and it makes faulty judgements only 
because the intellect has faulty perceptions. 

When you talk about the argument you constructed concerning the 
existence of things, and compare the case of your own existence,” you 
proceed correctly as far as the judgement of your own existence is 
concerned, but your assumption appears to be incorrect in so far as it 
concerns other things. For what you claim, or rather pretend, is not 
something you are really in doubt about: you emphatically judge that 
something apart from you and distinct from you exists, for you already 
have a prior understanding of something apart from you and distinct 
from you. When you suppose that you have not yet come upon any 
persuasive reason in favour of one alternative rather than the other, this 
is indeed a possible supposition. But you ought simultaneously to 
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suppose that in that case no judgement will follow, and that your will 
will always be indifferent and will not decide to make a definite 
judgement until the intellect comes upon some plausible argument which 
favours one side more than the other. 

You go on to say that this indifference extends to cases where you do 
not have sufficiently clear knowledge; for although probable conjectures 
may pull you in one direction, the mere knowledge that they are 
conjectures may push your assent the other way.' But this seers quite 
untrue. For if your conjectures are pulling you in one direction, the 
knowledge that they are merely conjectures may indeed make your 
judgement come down on that side, albeit with some reluctance and 
hesitation; but it can never make your judgement come down on the 
other side unless other conjectures occur subsequently to you which are 
not just equally probable but more probable. 

You add that your point is confirmed by your experience of the last 
few days, when you supposed that opinions you believed to be absolutely 
true were false. But remember that | have not allowed you to make this 
supposition. You cannot really have felt or been convinced that you had 
mever seen the sun or the earth or men and so on, or that you had never 
heard sounds or walked or eaten or written or spoken or performed 
similar activities involving the use of your body and its organs. 

Finally, the essence of error does not seem to consist in the incorrect 
use of free will, as you allege, so much as in the disparity between our 
judgement and the thing which is the object of our judgement. And it 
seems that error arises when our intellectual apprehension of the thing 
does not correspond with the way the thing really is. Hence the blame 
does not seem to lie with the will for not judging correctly, so much as 
with the intellect for not displaying the object correctly. The dependence 
of the will on the intellect seems to be as follows. If the intellect perceives 
something clearly, or seems to do so, the will in that case will make a 
judgement that is approved and settled, irrespective of whether it is in 
fact true, or merely thought to be truc. But when the intellect’s perception 
is obscure, then the will in this case will make a judgement that is 
doubtful and tentative, but which will, nonetheless, be regarded for the 
time being as truer than its opposite, irrespective of whether it really 
accords with the truth of the matter or not. This means that we do not 
have the power so much to guard against error as to guard against 
persisting in error; and if we want to use our judgement correctly, we 
should not so much restrain our will as apply our intellect to develop 
clearer awareness, which the judgement will always then follow. 

4. You then conclude by exaggerating the beneficial results which you 
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can derive from this Meditation, and you lay down a rule for arriving at 
the truth. You say that you will reach the truth if only you give sufficient 
attention to all the things which you perfectly understand, and separate 
these from all the other cases where your apprehension is more confused 
and obscure.! 

This is certainly true, but it is the kind of truth that could have been 
understood without any reference to the foregoing Meditation; and 
hence the Meditation seems to have been wholly superfluous. But please 
note, distinguished Sir, that the difficulty does not seem to be about 
whether we must clearly and distinctly understand something if we are to 
avoid error, but about what possible skill or method will permit us to 
discover that our understanding is so clear and distinct as to be true and 
to make it impossible that we should be mistaken. As I objected at the 
beginning, we are often deceived even though we think we know 
something as clearly and distinctly as anything can possibly be known, 
You also raised this objection against yourself, but we are still waiting for 
the aforementioned skill or method, and it should be your principal task 
to work on this problem. 


On the Fifth Meditation: “The essence of material things, and the 
existence of God considered a second time’ 


t. In the Fifth Meditation you say first of ail that you distinctly imagine 
quantity (that is, extension in length, breadth and depth) and also 
number, shape, position, motion and duration? From among all these 
ideas, which you say you have, you select shape, and from all the shapes 
you select a triangle, which you discuss as follows: 


Even if perhaps no such figure exists, or has ever existed, anywhere outside my 
thought, there is still a determinate nature which is not invented by me or 
dependent on my mind. This is clear from the fact that various properties can be 
demonstrated of the triangle, for example that its three angles equal two right 
angles and that its greatest side subtends its greatest angle, and so on. And since 
these properties are ones which I now clearly recognize, whether I want to or not, 
even if | never thought of them at all when I frst imagined the triangle, it follows 
that they cannot have been invented by me3 


This is all you have to say about the essence of material things, for the 
few comments you add next are part of the same argument. But I do not 
want to stop and raise objections here; I will only suggest that it seems 
very hard to propose that there is any ‘immutable and eternal nature’ 
apart from almighty God. 
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You will say that all that you are proposing is the scholastic point that 
the natures or essences of things are eternal, and that eternally teue 
propositions can be asserted of them. But this is just as hard to accept; 
and in any case it is impossible to grasp how there can be a human nature 
if no human being exists, or how we cam Say a rose is a flower when not 
even one rose exists. 

The schoolmen say that talking of the essence of things is one thing and 
talking of their existence is another, and that although things do not exist 
from eternity their essences are eternal. But in that case, since the most 
important element in things is their essence, does God do anything very 
impressive when he produces their existence? Is he doing any more than a 
tailor does when he tries a suit of clothes on someone? How can people 
defend the thesis that the essence of man, which is in Plato, say, is eternal 
and independent of God? Is this supposed to be because it is universal? 
But everything to be found in Plato is particular. It is true that after seeing 
the nature of Plato and of Socrates, and similar natures of other men, the 
intellect habitually abstracts from them some common concept in respect 
of which they all agree, and which can then be regarded as the universal 
nature or essence of man, in so far as it is understood to apply to every 
man. But it is surely inexplicable that there should have been a universal 
nature before Plato and the others existed, and before the intellect 
performed the abstraction. 

You will say that the proposition “Man is an animal’ is true even if no 
man exists, and hence that it is eternally true. But it seems not to be true 
except in the sense that whenever a man exists he will be an animal. 
Admittedly there does seem to be a distinction between the two 
propositions ‘Man is’ and ‘Man is an animal’, in that existence is more 
expressly signified by the former and essence by the latter. But neverthe- 
less the former does not rule out essence, nor does the latter rule out 
existence; on the contrary, when we say ‘Man is’ we mean man the 
animal, and when we say ‘Man is an animal’ we mean man while be 
exists. But what is more, since the proposition ‘Man is an animal’ has no 
greater necessity than the proposition ‘Plato is a man’, it follows that 
even the latter proposition will have eternal truth, and the individual 
essence of Plato will be just as independent of God as the universal 
essence of man; and the same follows in similar cases which it would be 
tiresome to pursue. I must add, however, that although man is said to be 
of such a nature that he cannot exist without being an animal, we should 
not therefore imagine that such a nature is something which exists 
anywhere outside the intellect. All that is meant is that if anything is a 
man, it must resemble other things to which we apply the same label, 
‘man’, in virtue of their mutual similarity. This similarity, } maintain, 
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belongs to the individual natures, and it is from this that the intellect 
takes its cue in forming the concept, or idea, or form of a common nature 
to which everything that will count as a man must conform, 

Thus | maintain that the same thing applies to your triangle and its 
nature. The triangle is a kind of mental rule which you use to find out 
whether something deserves to be called a triangle. But we should not 
therefore say that such a triangle is something real, or that it is a true 
nature distinct from the intellect. For it is the intellect alone which, after 
seeing material triangles, has formed this nature and made it a common 
nature, as we have explained in the case of the nature of man. 

It follows that we should not suppose that the properties demonstrated 
of material triangles belong to them because they derive them from the 
ideal triangle. Rather, they themselves possess these properties in their 
own right, and it is the ideal triangle which does not possess them except 
in so far as the intellect, after inspecting the material triangles, has 
attributed such properties to it, only to give them back to the material 
triangles again in the course of the demonstration. In the same way, the 
properties of human nature are not in Plato and Socrates in the sense that 
Plato and Socrates have received them from the universal nature; rather, 
the universal nature has the properties only because the intellect gave 
them to it after observing them in Plato, Socrates and others; and it will 
give them back to those individuals again when it is called on to produce 
the appropriate arguments. 

We know that the intellect, after seeing Plato and Socrates and others, 
all of whom are rational, constructed the universal proposition ‘Every 
man is rational” And subsequently, when it wishes to prove that Plato is 
rational, it uses the universal proposition as a premiss in a syllogism. And 
yet, O Mind, you claim that you have the idea of a triangle and would 
have had it even if you had never seen bodies with a triangular shape, just 
as you have the idea of many other figures which have never impinged on 
your senses.! 

But as I was saying earlier, if you had up till now been deprived of all 
your sensory functions, so that you had never either seen or touched the 
various surfaces or extremities of bodies, do you think you would have 
been able to acquire or form within yourself the idea of a triangle or 
other figure? You say that you have many ideas in you which never came 
into your mind via the senses,? But of course it is easy for you to have 
these ideas, since you fashioned them from ideas which did come to you 
via the senses, and you formed them into various other ideas, in the ways 
explained above. 

I should also have said something here about the false nature of a 

1 Cf. above p. 45. 2 Ibid. 
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triangle which is supposed to consist of lines which lack breadth, to 
contain an area which has no depth, and to terminate in three points 
which have no dimensions at all; but this would have taken me too far off 
the subject. 

2, You next attempt to demonstrate the existence of God, and the 
thrust of your argument is contained in the following passage: 


When I concentrate, it is quite evident that existence can no more be separated 
from the essence of God than the fact that its three angles equal two right angles 
can be separated from the essence of a triangle, or than the idea of a mountain 
can be separated from the idea of a valley. Hence it is just as much of a 
contradiction to think of God (that is, a supremely perfect being) lacking 
existence (that is, lacking 2 perfection) as it is to think of a mountain without a 
valley.! 

But we must note here that the kind of comparison you make is not 
wholly fair. 

It is quite all right for you to compare essence with essence, but instead 
of going on to compare existence with existence or a property with a 
property, you compare existence with a property. It seems that you 
should have said that omnipotence can no more be separated from the 
essence of God than the fact that its angles equal two right angles can be 
separated from the essence of a triangle. Or, at any rate, you should have 
said that the existence of God can no more be separated from his essence 
than the existence of a triangle can be separated from its essence. If you 
had done this, both your comparisons would have been satisfactory, and 
I would have granted you not only the first one but the second one as 
well. But you would not for ail that have established that God necessarily 
exists, since a triangle does not necessarily exist either, even though its 
essence and existence cannot in actual fact be separated. Real separation 
is impossible no matter how much the mind may separate them or think 
of them apart from each other — as indeed it can even in the case of God’s 
essence and existence. 

Next we must note that you place existence among the divine 
perfections, but do not place it among the perfections of a triangle or 
mountain, though it could be said that in its own way it is just as much a 
perfection of each of these things. In fact, however, existence is not a 
perfection either in God or in anything else; it is that without which no 
perfections can be present. 

For surely, what does not exist has no perfections or imperfections, 
and what does exist and has several perfections does not have existence 
as one of its individual perfections; rather, its existence is that in virtue of 
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which both the thing itself and its perfections are existent, and that 
without which we cannot say that the thing possesses the perfections or 
that the perfections are possessed by it. Hence we do not say that 
existence ‘exists in a thing’ in the way perfections do; and if a thing lacks 
existence, we do not say it is imperfect, or deprived of a perfection, but 
say instead that it is nothing at all. 

Thus, just as when you listed the perfections of the triangle you did not 
include existence or conclude that the triangle existed, so when you listed 
the perfections of God you should not have included existence among 
them so as to reach the conclusion that God exists, unless you wanted to 
beg the question. 

You say that existence is distinct from essence in the case of all other 
things, but not in the case of God.! But how, may I ask, are we to 
distinguish the essence of Plato from his existence, except merely in our 
thought? Suppose that Plato no longer exists: where now is his essence? 
Surely in the case of God the distinction between essence and existence is 
of just this kind: the distinction occurs in our thought. 

You then raise an objection against your argument: it does not follow 
from the fact that you think of a mountain with a valley, or a winged 
horse, that a mountain or a horse with wings exists; and similarly from 
the fact that you think of Ged as existing it does not follow that he 
exists. You argue that a sophism is concealed here.2 But it can hardly 
have been very difficult to expose the sophism which you yourself 
constructed — especially since you did so by asserting that it is a manifest 
contradiction that an existing God should not exist, while omitting to 
point out that the same applies in the case of a man or a horse. 

But if you had taken the mountain and its valley, or the horse and its 
wings, as comparable to God and his knowledge (or his power or other 
attributes), then the objection would still have stood, and you would 
have had to try to explain how it is possible for us to think of a sloping 
mountain or a winged horse without thinking of them as existing, yet 
impossible to think of a wise and powerful God without thinking of him 
as existing. 

You say that you are not free to think of God without existence (that 
is, a supremely perfect being without a supreme perfection) as you are 
free to imagine a horse with or without wings.’ The only comment to 
be added to this is as follows. You are free to think of a horse not having 
wings without thinking of the existence which would, according to you, 
be a perfection in the horse if it were present; but, in the same way, you 
are free to think of God as having knowledge and power and other 
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complete his perfection, if he had it. Just as the horse which is thought of 
as having the perfection of wings is not therefore deemed to have the 
existence which is, according to you, a principal perfection, so the fact 
that God is thought of as having knowledge and other perfections does 
not therefore imply that he has existence. This remains to be proved. And 
although you say that both existence and all the other perfections are 
included in the idea of a supremely perfect being, here you simply assert 
what should be proved, and assume the conclusion as a premiss. 
Otherwise | could say that the idea of a perfect Pegasus contains not just 
the perfection of his having wings but also the perfection of existence. 
For just as God is thought of as perfect in every kind of perfection, so 
Pegasus is thought of as perfect in his own kind. It seems that there is no 
point that you can raise in this connection which, if we preserve the 
analogy, will not apply to Pegasus if it applies to God, and vice versa. 

You say that in thinking of a triangle it is not necessary to think that it 
has three angles equal to two right angles, though this is nonetheless true, 
as appears afterwards when you give the matter your attention; and 
similarly, although it is possible to think of the other perfections of God 
without thinking of his existence, it is nonetheless true that he exists, as 
becomes clear when you attend to the fact that existence is a perfection.! 
You surely see the point that can be made here: just as we afterwards 
recognize that the triangle has this property because it is proved by a 
demonstration, so, if we are to recognize that existence belongs to God, 
this must be proved by a demonstration. Otherwise I shall easily be able 
to establish that anything has any property at all. 

You say that your attributing all perfections to God is not like your 
thinking that all quadrilateral figures can be inscribed in a circle; for the 
latter assumption is mistaken, since you afterwards find that a rhombus 
cannot be inscribed in a circle, but the former supposition is not mistaken 
since you afterwards find that existence belongs to God.* Your two 
suppositions, however, seem exactly alike; or if not, you must show that 
whereas it is a contradiction for a rhombus to be inscribed in a circle, it is 
not a contradiction for God to exist. I will pass over your other assertions 
which are either unexplained or unproved or else established by argu- 
ments already discussed. These include the statements that, apart from 
God, there is nothing else of which you are capable of thinking such that 
existence belongs to its essence; that it is unintelligible that there should 
be two or more Gods of this kind; that such a God has existed from 
eternity and will abide for eternity; and, finally, that you perceive many 
other attributes in God, none of which can be removed or altered.> These 
assertions should be looked at more closely and investigated more 
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carefully if their truth is to be uncovered and they are to be regarded as 
certain, etc. 

3. Finally, you say that the certainty and truth of all knowledge 
depends uniquely on your knowledge of the true God, so that without 
such knowledge no true certainty or knowledge is attainable.! You 
illustrate this poinr as follows: 


When I consider the nature of a triangle, it appears most evident to me, steeped as 
Tam in the principles of geometry, that its three angles are equal to two right 
angles; and so long as | attend to the proof, 1 cannot but believe this to be true. 
But as soon as | turn my mind’s eye away from the proof, then, in spite of 
remembering that | perceived it very clearly, I can easily fall into doubt about its 
truth, if lam without knowledge of God. For I could convince myself that I have 
a natural disposition to go wrong from time to time in matters which | think | 
perceive as evidently as can be. This will seem even more likely when J remember 
that there have been cases where I have regarded things as true and certain, but 
have later been led by other arguments to judge them to be false. Now, however, | 
have perceived that God exists, and at the same time | have understood that 
everything else depends on him and that he is no deceiver; and J have drawn the 
conclusion that everything which I clearly and distinctly perceive is of necessity 
true. Accordingly, even if 1 am no longer attending to the arguments which led me 
to judge that this is true, as long as 1 remember that f clearly and distinctly 
perceived it, there are no counter-arguments which can be adduced to make me 
doubt it, but on the contrary I have true and certain knowledge of it. And I have 
knowledge not just of this matter, but of all other matters which J remember ever 
having demonstrated, in geometry and so on. 


Here, Sir, | accept that you are speaking seriously; and there is nothing 
Tcan say except that I do not think you will find it easy to make anyone 
believe that before you established the above conclusion about God you 
were less certain of these geometrical proofs than you were afterwards. 


' These proofs certainly seem to be so evident and certain that they compel 


our assent all by themselves, and once they have been perceived they do 
not allow the intellect to remain in further doubt. So, indeed, when faced 
with these proofs, the mind may very well tell the evil demon to go hang 
himself, just as you yourself emphatically asserted that you could not 
possibly be deceived about the proposition or inference ‘I am thinking, 
hence | exist’, even though you had not yet arrived at knowledge of God. 
Of course it is quite true — as true as anything can be — that God exists, is 
the author of all things, and is not a deceiver; but these truths seem less 
evident than the geometrical proofs, as is shown by the fact that many 
people dispute the existence of God, the creation of the world, and 
so on, whereas no one impugns the demonstrations of geometry. 


1 Cf above p. 49. 2 Above p. 48. 
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in view of this, is there anyone whom you will convince that the geo- 
metrical proofs depend for their evidence and certainty on the proofs 
concerning God? Surely no one imagines that such atheists as 
Diagoras or Theodorus! cannot be made completely certain of these 
geometrical proofs. And how often do you find a believer who, if he is 
asked why he is certain that the square on the hypotenuse of a 
right-angled triangle is equal to the squares on the other sides, will 
answer: ‘Because 1 know that God exists and cannot deceive, and that he 
is the source of this geometrical truth and of all other things’? Will he 
not answer instead ‘Because I know it and am convinced of it by an 
indubitable demonstration’? And how much more likely is it that 
Pythagoras, Plato, Archimedes and Euclid and the other mathematicians 
will answer this way? For none of them scems to have thought about God 
in order to make himself completely certain of his demonstrations! But 
since you are assuring us only of your own views and not those of others, 
and since your position is in any case a pious one, there is really no 
reason why I should dispute what you say. 


On the Sixth Meditation: ‘The existence of material things and the real 
distinction between mind and body’ 


x. [have no objection to what you say at the beginning of the Sixth 
Meditation, namely that material things ‘are capable of existing in so far 
as they are the subject-matter of pure mathematics’.’ In fact, however, 
material things are the subject-matter of applied, not pure, mathematics, 
and the subject-matter of pure mathematics — including the point, the 
lime, the surface, and the indivisible figures which are composed of these 
elements and yet remain indivisible — cannot exist in reality. The only 
point that gave me pause is that here again you distinguish between 
imagining and understanding. But surely, O Mind, these two appear to 
be acts of one and the same faculty, as we have suggested above, and if 
there is a distinction between them it seems to be no more than one of 
degree. Notice that this can now be proved from what you say. 

You said previously that ‘imagining is simply contemplating the shape 
or image of a corporeal thing’.? But in the present passage you do not 
deny that understanding consists of contemplating triangles, pentagons, 
chiliagons, myriagons and so on; and these are shapes of corporeal 
things. You now set up your distinction. Imagination, you say, involves 
the application of the cognitive faculty to a body, but understanding does 
not require this kind of application or effort. And hence, when without 
y Diagoras of Melos and Theodorus of Cyrene, fourth cent. 3.c.; both cited by Cicero as 


noted atheists (De Natura Deorum i, 2). 
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any effort you perceive a triangle as a figure consisting of three angles, 
you say that you ‘understand’ it; but when, not without some effort oa 
your part, you make the figure become, as it were, present before you, 
contemplate and examine it, and discern the three angles distinctly and in 
detail, then you say you ‘imagine’ it. Thus you perceive without effort 
that a chiliagon is a figure with a thousand angles, but you cannot by any 
mental application or effort discern them or make them become, as it 
were, present before you, or see them ail in detail. You are in a confused 
state, just as you are when dealing with a myriagon or any other figure of 
this sort; and hence you think that in the case of the chiliagon or 
myriagon you have understanding, not imagination.! 

But for all that, there is nothing to prevent your extending your 
imagination, as well as your understanding, to the chiliagon, just as you 
do to the triangle. For you do make an effort to get some sort of picture 
of this figure with all its many angles, even though the number of angles 
is so large that you cannot grasp it distinctly. In any case, although you 
perceive that the word ‘chiliagon’ signifies a figure with a thousand 
angles, that is just the meaning of the term, and it does not follow that 
you understand the thousand angles of the figure any better than you 
imagine them. 

Note, moreover, that the loss of distinctness and the onset of confused- 
ness is gradual. You will perceive — imagine or understand ~ a quadri- 
lateral more confusedly than a triangle but more distinctly than 2 
pentagon; and you will perceive the pentagon more confusedly than a 
quadrilateral and more distinctly than a hexagon; and so on, until you 
reach the point where you have nothing you can explicitly visualize. And 
because you can no longer grasp the figure explicitly, you do not bother 
to make a supreme mental effort. 

Hence if you want to say that you are simultaneously ‘imagining and 
understanding’ a figure when you are aware of it distinctly and with some 
discernible effort, whereas you are merely ‘understanding’ it when you 
see it only confusedly and with little or no effort, then | am prepared to 
allow this usage. But it will not follow that you have the basis for setting 
up more than one type of internal cognition, since it is purely a 
contingent matter, and a question of degree, whether you contemplate 
any given figure distinctly or confusedly, and with or without a concen- 
trated effort. At any rate, when we wish to run through all the figures 
from a heptagon or octagon right up to a chillagon, and attend al! the 
time to the greater or lesser degree of distinctness or concentration 
involved, we shall surely not be able to say at what point, or with what 
figure, our imagination stops, leaving us with understanding alone. What 

t Cf. above pp. sof. 
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we shall find, surely, is that there is a progressive scale of awareness such 
that the distinctness and effort involved continuously and imperceptibly 
decreases, while the confusion and slackening of effort increases. In any 
case, you must bear in mind that you are belittling the understanding 
while extolling the imagination. Do you not invite us to scorn the former 
and commend the latter when you attribute slackness and confusion to 
the one and diligence and clarity of vision to the other? 

You assert later on that the power of imagining, in so far as it is 
distinct from the power of understanding, is not a necessary constituent 
of your essence.! But how can that be if they are one and the same power, 
and the difference in functioning is merely one of degree? 

You add that when the mind imagines, it turns towards the body, but 
when it understands, it turns towards itself and to the ideas it has within 
it.2 But what if the mind cannot turn to itself or to one of its ideas without 
simultaneously turning to something corporeal or something represented 
by a corporeal idea? For triangles, pentagons, chiliagons, myriagons, and 
the other figures, or their ideas, are wholly corporeal; and when it 
understands, the mind cannot attend to them except as corporeal or 
quasi-corporeal objects. As for the ideas of allegedly immaterial things, 
such as those of God and an angel and the human soul or mind, it is clear 
that even the ideas we have of these things are corporeal or quasi- 
corporeal, since (as previously mentioned) the ideas are derived from the 
human form and from other things which are very rarefied and simple 
and very hard to perceive with the senses, such as air or ether. When you 
say that your conjecture that some body exists is only probable, you 
cannot mean this seriously, and so it need not hold us up. 

2. You next discuss the senses, and first of all you make a splendid 
survey of the things you had previously become aware of via the senses 
and believed to be true with nature alone as your judge and guide. You 
next relate the experiences which so shook the faith you had in the senses 
as to make you retreat to the position we saw you take up in the First 
Meditation? 

Ihave no intention of starting an argument here about the truthfulness 
of the senses. For although there is deception or falsity, it is not to be 
found in the senses; for the senses are quite passive and report only 
appearances, which must appear in the way they do owing to their 
causes. The error or falsity is in the judgement or the mind, which is not 
circumspect enough and does not notice that things at a distance will for 
one reason or another appear smaller and more blurred than when they 
are nearby, and so on. Nevertheless, when deception occurs, we must not 
deny that it exists; the only difficulty is whether it occurs all the time, thus 
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making it impossible for us ever to be sure of the truth of anything which 
we perceive by the senses. 

it is quite unnecessary to look for obvious examples here. With regard 
to the cases you mention, or rather put forward as presenting a problem, 
I will simply say that it seems to be quite uncontroversial that when we 
look at a tower from nearby, and touch it, we are sure that it is square, 
even though when we were further off we had occasion to judge it to be 
round, or at any rate to doubt whether it was square or round or some 
other shape. 

Similarly the feeling of pain which still appears to occur in the foot or 
hand after these limbs have been amputated! may sometimes give rise to 
deception, because the spirits responsible for sensation have been accus- 
tomed to pass into the limbs and produce a sensation in them. But such 
deception occurs, of course, in people who have suffered amputation; 
those whose bodies are intact are so certain that they feel pain in the foot 
or hand when they see it is pricked, that they cannot be in doubt. 

Again, since during our lives we are alternately awake or dreaming, a 
dream may give rise to deception because things may appear to be 
present when they are not in fact present. But we do not dream all the 
time, and for as long as we are really awake we cannot doubt whether we 
are awake or dreaming. 

Thus, although we can think that our nature makes us liable to be 
deceived even in cases where the truth seems utterly certain, we can 
nonetheless think that we have a natural capacity for arriving at the 
truth. We are sometimes deceived when we do not detect a sophism or 
when a stick is partially immersed in water; but equally, we sometimes 
have an understanding of the truth, as in the case of a geometrical 
demonstration or when the stick is taken out of the water, and in neither 
of these cases can there be any doubt at all about the truth. And even in 
the other cases where doubt is permissible, at least we may not doubt that 
things appear to us in such and such a way: it cannot but be wholly true 
that they appear as they do. 

Reason may indeed persuade us not to accept much of what nature 
impels us to believe, but at least it cannot take away the truth of the 
appearances or the ‘phenomena’. There is no need, however, to discuss 
here the question of whether the opposition between reason and sensory 
impulses is simply analogous to the right hand’s holding up the left when 
it is dropping from tiredness, or whether some other analogy is appropri- 
ate. 

3. You next come to the task you have set yourself, but in a way which 
looks like petty skirmishing. You say: ‘But now, when I am beginning to 

1 Cf. above p. 53. 
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achieve a better knowledge of myself and the author of my being, 
although 1 do not think | should heedlessly accept everything | seem to 
have acquired from the senses, neither do I think that everything should 
be called into doubt.’! This is quite right, though undoubtedly you must 
have thought this before. 

The next passage is as follows: 

First, | know that everything that I clearly and distinctly understand is capable of 
being created by God so as to correspond exactly with my understanding of it. 
Hence the fact that I can clearly and distinctly understand one thing apart from 
another is enough to make me certain that the two things are distinct, since they 
are capable of being separated, at least by God. The question of what kind of 
power is required to bring about such a separation does not affect the judgement 
that the two things are distinct? 

The point that must be made about this is that you are using something 
which is obscure to prove something which is clear (though I do not 
suggest that the inference itself contains any obscurity}. 1 will not 
complain that you should previously have proved the existence of God 
and the extent of his power in order to show that he is capable of 
bringing about whatever you are capable of understanding. | should like 
to ask only about the property of the triangle — that its longest side 
subtends the greatest angle: do you understand this property of the 
triangle separately from its other property of having its three angles equal 
to two right angles? And do you therefore admit that God could separate 
the former property from the latter and isolate it, enabling the triangle to 
have one property and not the other, or enabling the property to exist 
apart from the triangle? 

Bur I shall not detain you any further on this point, since the separation 
in question is of little relevance. You go on as follows: “Thus, simply by 
knowing I exist and seeing at the same time that absolutely nothing else 
belongs to my nature or essence except that lam a thinking thing, I can 
infer correctly that my essence consists solely in the fact that I am a 
thinking thing.”? Here I ought to detain you, but it is enough to repeat 
what I said in connection with the Second Meditation. Alternatively, let 
us wait and see what inference you intend to draw. 

Here it is: 

It is true that | may have (or, to anticipate, that 1 certainly have) a body that is 
very closely joined to me. But, nevertheless, on the one hand, i have a clear and 
distinct idea of myself, in so far as | am simply a thinking, non-extended thing, 
and, on the other hand, I have a distinct idea of body, in so far as it is simply an 
extended, non-thinking thing. And accordingly, it is certain that 1 am really 
distinct from my body and can exist without itt 
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This, then, was the result you were aiming for. And therefore, since the 
crux of the problem lies here, we must stop for a while to see how you 
manage to establish this conclusion. The principal point concerns the 
distinction between you and body. What body do you mean? Obviously 336 

| this solid body composed of limbs which you undoubtedly refer to when 
you say ‘I have a body which is joined to me’ and ‘It is certain that I am 
distinct from my body’ ete. 

And yet, O Mind, there is no difficuley about this body. There would 
be a problem if 1 were to follow the majority of philosophers and object 
that you are an entelechy,' perfection, actuality, form, appearance, or, in 
: common speech, ‘mode’, of the body. Such philosophers do not acknow- 
ledge that you are any more distinct or separable from this body than a 
shape or other mode is separable from it; and this point holds whether 
you are the entire soul or else some additional vods Suvdper (the so-called 
‘potential intellect’) or vols ma@yrixds (the ‘passive intellect’). But | 
would like to be more generous and consider you as the vods roinrixds 
or ‘active intellect’, and indeed to regard you as ywpurrds or ‘separable’, 
albeit in another sense than the usual one. 

The philosophers I have just referred to regarded the active intellect 
as common to all men (if not to all things) and as enabling the passive 
intellect to understand in exactly the same way — and with exactly the 
same necessity — as that in which light enables the eye to see (hence they 
frequently compared it with the light from the sun and regarded it as 
coming from outside), But | shall consider you instead (and you will be 
quite happy with this) as a specific sort of intellect exercising control in 
the body. 

Now the difficulty, to repeat, is not about whether or not you are 
separable from this body (and this is why | suggested above that you had 
no need to have recourse to God’s power in order to establish that things 
which you understand apart from each other are separate). Rather, the 
difficulty concerns the body which you yourself are — for you may be a 
rarefied body infused into this solid one or occupying some part of it. At 
ali events you have not yet convinced us that you are something wholly 
incorporeal. And although in the Second Meditation you declared that 337 
you are not a wind, fire, air or breath, I did warn you that you had 
asserted this without any proof. 

You said there that you were not arguing about these things at that 
stage; but you never went on to discuss them, and you never gave any 
sort of proof that you are not a body of this sort. | had hoped that you 
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would now offer one; but what discussion and proof you do offer simply 
establishes that you are not this solid body, and, as I have just said, there 
is no difficulty about this. 

4. ‘But’, you say, ‘on the one hand I have a clear and distinct idea of 
myself, in so far as 1am simply a thinking, non-extended thing; and on 
the other hand I have a distinct idea of body, in so far as it is simply an 
extended, non-thinking thing.) Now as far as the idea of body is 
concerned, it does not seem that it ought to cause us too much trouble, If 
you are talking of the idea of body in the general sense, then we must 
repeat our objection that you still have to prove that being capable of 
thought is inconsistent with the nature of body. For you would be 
begging the question, if you set up the inquiry as to whether you are a 
rarefied body in such a way as to presuppose that thought and body are 
incompatible. 

But your claim undoubtedly concerns merely this solid body from 
which you maintain you are distinct and separable. And thus I do not so 
much dispute that you have an idea of this body as insist that you could 
not have such an idea if you were really an unextended thing. For how, 
may | ask, do you think that you, an unextended subject, could receive 
the semblance? or idea of a body that is extended? If such a semblance 
comes from a body then it is undoubtedly corporeal, and has a number of 
parts or layers, and so is extended. If it is imprinted in you from some 
other source, since it must still represent an extended body, it must still 
have parts and hence be extended. For if it lacks parts, how will it 
manage to represent parts? if it lacks extension, how will it represent an 
extended thing? If it lacks shape, how will it represent a thing that has a 
shape? If it has no position, how will it represent a thing which has upper 
and lower parts, parts on the right and parts on the left, and parts in the 
middle? If it lacks all variation, how will it represent various colours and 
so on? it seems, then, that the idea does not wholly lack extension. Yet if 
it is extended, how can you, if you are unextended, have become its 
subject? How will you adapt it to yourself or make use of it? And how 
will you gradually experience its fading and disappearing? 

As far as your idea of yourself is concerned, there is nothing to add to 
what I have already said, especially regarding the Second Meditation. For 
what emerges there is that, far from having a clear and distinct idea of 
yourself you have no idea of yourself at all. This is because although you 
recognize that you are thinking, you still do not know what kind of thing 
you, who are thinking, are. And since it is only this operation that you 
are aware of, the most important element is still hidden from you, namely 
the substance which performs this operation. This leads me to suggest 


1 Above p. 54. 2 See footnote above p. 174. 
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that you may be compared to a blind man who, on feeling heat and being 
told that it comes from the sun, thinks he has a clear and distinct idea of 
the sun in that, if anyone asks him what the sun is, he can reply: ‘It is a 
heating thing.’ 

But I should add that you say not only that you are a thinking thing but 
also that you are a thing which is unextended. I shall ignore the fact that 
this is asserted without proof, even though it is still in question, and 
simply ask you first of all: do you therefore have a clear and distinct idea 
of yourself? You say that you are not extended; that is, you say what you 
are not, not what you are. In order to have a clear and distinct, or, what 
is the same thing, a true and authentic idea of something, is it not 
necessary to know the thing positively and, so to speak, affirmatively? Or 
is it enough to know that it is not some other thing? Would someone 
have a clear and distinct idea of Bucephalus if he simply knew that he was 
not a fly?! 

But | will not press this point, but ask you this instead. You say you are 
a thing which is not extended; but are you not diffused throughout the 
body? | have no idea what reply you will give, for although from the start 
I gathered that you were in the brain, this was something I arrived at by 
conjecture rather than by simply following your views. The source of my 
conjecture was a later passage, where you say that you are ‘not affected 
by all parts of the body but only by the brain, or only by one small part of 
it’? But | was not at ali certain whether this meant that you were in fact 
present only in the brain (or a part of it); for you might be present 
throughout the body but affected only in one part of it — just as we 
commonly say that the soul is diffused throughout the whole body but 
sees only in the eye. 

A similar doubt was raised by the phrase ‘although the whole mind 
seems to be united to the whole body’ For in this passage you do not 
actually assert that you are united to the whole body, but neither do you 
deny it. Whatever your view is, let me, if] may, assume to begin with that 
you are diffused throughout the entire body. Now whether you are 
identical with one soul or something different from it, my question is this: 
are you really unextended, given that you stretch from head to foot, are 
coextensive with the body and have parts corresponding to all its parts? 
Will you reply that you are unextended because you are wholly in the 
whole body and wholly in every part of it? But if this is your view, what, 
may I ask, do you mean by it? Can one.thing exist simultaneously and in 
its entirety in several places? Our faith tells us this is true in the case of 
the sacred mystery of the Eucharist. But the discussion here concerns you, 


1 Bucephalus was Alexander the Great’s horse. 
2 Above p. 59. . 3 Ibid. 
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as a natural object, and is being conducted in accordance with the natural 
light. Is it really permissible to understand there to be several different 
places simultaneously occupied by no more than one object? And is 
not a hundred more than one? Again, if a thing is wholly in one place, 
can it also be in other places unless it is itself outside itself just as one 
place is outside another? Whatever you say, it will remain obscure and 
uncertain whether you are entirely present in any given part, or else 
present in each part by means of your various parts. What is much clearer 
is that nothing can exist simultaneously and in its entirety in several 
places; and hence it will turn ont to be even more evident that you are not 
wholly in all the individual parts but wholly in the whole body. This 
means that you are diffused throughout the body by means of your parts, 
and thus have extension. 

Let us now assume instead that you are in the brain alone, or simply in 
a small part of it. You will see that the same awkwardness arises. For 
however small the part in question is, it is still extended, and since you 
are coextensive with it, you too are therefore extended and have 
particular parts corresponding to its parts. Will you say that you take the 
relevant part of the brain to be a point? This is surely incredible; but ler it 
be a point. If it is a physical point, the difficulty still stands, since such a 
point is extended and does not wholly lack parts. If it is a mathematical 
point, then such a point, as you are aware, is purely imaginary. But let us 
grant this imaginary point, or rather let us pretend that there is in the 
brain a mathematical point to which you are joined and in which you 
exist. Look what a useless fiction this will turn out to be. For if we adopt 
it, we shall have to imagine that you exist at the conjunction of the nerves 
by means of which all the regions informed! by the soul transmit to the 
brain the ideas or images of the things perceived by the senses. But, first, 
all the nerves do not meet at one point: for one thing the brain joins up 
with the spinal column, and many nerves from all over the back 
terminate there; and, for another thing, the nerves which do go into the 
middle of the head are not found to terminate in the same part of the 
brain. But even if we grant that all the nerves do meet, they cannot meet 
at a mathematical point, since they are corporeal things, not mathemat- 
ical lines, and so cannot come together at a mathematical point. And 
even if we grant that they do come together, the spirits which pass 
through the nerves cannot enter or leave the nerves since they are bodies 
and a body cannot exist in a non-place or pass through a non-place 
(which is what a mathematical point is), And even if we grant that 
they can exist in and pass through a non-place, if you exist in a point 
which has no right-hand or left-hand or upper or lower regions etc., you 

1 See note 2, above p. 182. 
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cannot possibly judge where the spirits come from or what messages they 
bring. 

The same problem, | maintain, arises concerning the spirits which you 
must transmit in order to communicate feelings or instructions, or to 
initiate movement. | will pass over the fact that we cannot grasp how, if 
you exist in a point, you can set up motions in the spirits without being a 
body or having a body that would allow you to be in contact with them 
and make them move. If you say they move by themselves and you 
merely direct their movements, remember that you elsewhere denied chat 
a body can move by itself,! which implies that you are the cause of the 
movement. Then you must explain to us how this ‘directing’ of move- 
ment can occur without some effort — and therefore motion — on your 
part. How can there be effort directed against anything, or motion set up 
in it, unless there is mutual contact between what moves and what is 
moved? And how can there be contact without a body when, as is 
transparently clear by the natural light, ‘naught apart from body, can 
touch or yet be touched’.* 

But why should I spend any more time on this when the onus is on you 
to prove that you are an unextended and hence incorporeal thing? You 
will hardly, | think, support your claim by pointing out that man is 
commonly said to consist of a body and a rational soul — as if it followed 
from the fact that one part is said to be a body that we must not call the 
other part a body. If you did take this line, you would give us the chance 
to make a distinction and say that man consists of two kinds of body, a 
solid one and a rarefied one, the common name ‘body’ being retained by 
the former, while the latter is called the ‘soul’. | will pass over the fact 
that the same could then be said of the other animals to whom you are 
not prepared to grant a mind like your own; they would then be lucky 
indeed, since on your account they would at least have a soul! So when 
you conclude that it is certain that you are really distinct from your 
body,’ you see that I will grant you this conclusion, but will not therefore 
grant that you are incorporeal, as opposed to being a kind of very 
rarefied body distinct from your more solid body. 

You add that hence you ‘can exist apart from the body’.* But once we 
have granted you that you can exist without your solid body —just as the 
vapour with its distinctive smell can exist when it passes out of the apple 
and is dispersed into the atmosphere — what will you have gained? Well, 
you will certainly have ‘established more than is intended by those 
philosophers we mentioned who consider that you will wholly perish 
when you die; for on their view you are like a shape which, if the surface 


x Cf. Med. u, above pp. 17f. 2 A reference to Lucretius, De Rerum Natura 1, 305. 
3 Abovep. 54. 4 Ibid. 
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is altered, disappears in such a way as to become nothing at all.' Indeed, 
supposing you are some corporeal or tenuous substance, you would not 
be said to vanish wholly at your death or to pass into nothingness; you 
would be said to subsist by means of your dispersed parts. We would, 
however, have to say that, because of this dispersal, you would not 
continue to think, or be a thinking thing, a mind or a soul. In raising all 
these objections | am, as always, not casting doubt on the conclusion you 
are trying to prove; Lam simply unhappy about the force of the argument 
you have presented. 

5. In the course of your discussion you go on to mention several points 
relevant to your thesis, and 1 will not stop to deal with all of them. One 
passage that strikes me is this: 


Nature teaches me by these sensations of pain, hunger, thirst and so on, that lam 
not merely present in my body as a sailor is present in a ship, but that | am very 
closely joined and, as it were, intermingled with it, so that Land the body forma 
unit. If this were not so, J, who am nothing but a thinking ching, would not feel 
pain when the body was hurt, but would perceive the damage purely by the 
intellect, just as a sailor perceives by sight if anything in his ship is broken. 
Similarly, when the body needed food or driak, I should have an explicit 
understanding of the fact, instead of having confused sensations of hunger and 
thirst, For these sensations of hunger, thirst, pain and so on are nothing but 
confused modes of thinking which arise from the union and, as it were, 
intermingling of the mind with the body? 


All this is quite right, but you still have to explain how that ‘joining 
and, as it were, intermingling’ or ‘confusion’ can apply to you if you are 
incorporeal, unextended and indivisible. If you are no larger than a point, 
how are you joined to the entire body, which is so large? How can you be 
joined even to the brain, or a tiny part of it, since (as noted above) no 
matter how small it is, it still has size or extension? If you wholly lack 
parts, how are you intermingled or ‘as it were intermingled’, with the 
particles of this region? For there can be no intermingling between things 
unless the parts of each of them can be intermingled. And if you are 
something separate, how are you compounded with matter so as to make 
up a unity? Moreover, since all compounding, conjunction or union 
takes place between the component parts, must there not be some 
relationship between these parts? Yet what relationship can possibly be 
understood to exist between corporeal and incorporeal parts? Can we 
grasp how stone and air are compressed together, e.g. in a pumice stone, 
so as to make a genuine compound? Yet there is a much closer 
relationship between a stone and air, which is also a body, than there is 

etween the body and a soul, or wholly incorporeal mind. Again, must 
1 Above p. 233. 2 Above p. 56. 
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not every union occur by means of close contact? And, as I asked before, 
how can contact occur without a body? How can something corporeal 
take hold of something incorporeal so as to keep it joined to itself? And 
how can the incorporeal grasp the corporeal to keep it reciprocally 
bound to itself, if it has nothing at all to enable it to grasp or be grasped? 

Hence, since you admit that you feel pain, how, may I ask, do you 
think you are capable of having this sensation if you are incorporeal and 
unextended? Pain involves being acted upon and cannot be understood 
as occurring except as a result of something pushing in and separating the 
components and thus interfering with their continuity. The state of pain 
is an unnatural state, but if something is by its nature homogeneous, 
simple, indivisible and immutable, how can it get into an unnatural state 
or be acted upon unnaturally? Again, since pain either is an alteration, or 
involves an alteration, how can something be altered if it has no more 
parts than a point, and hence cannot change or alter its nature without 
being reduced to nothing? | may add that pain comes from the foot and 
the arm and other regions at the same time, and hence surely you would 
have to have vatious parts enabling you to receive pain in various ways if 
you are not to have a confused sensation which seems to come from only 
one part. In a word, the general difficulty still remains of how the 
corporeal can communicate with the incorporeal and of what rela- 
tionship may be established between the two. : 

6. I will pass over the remainder of your long and elegant discussion 
where you set about showing that something exists besides yourself and 
God. You deduce that your body and bodily faculties exist, and that 
there are other bodies which transmit semblances of themselves to your 
senses and to yourself, and produce the feelings of pleasure and pain 
which give rise to your desires and aversions. 

From this you finally derive your crowning result. ‘In matters regard- 


‘ing the well-being of the body’, you say, ‘all the senses report the truth 


much more frequently than not.’ And you infer from this that you should 
‘not have any further fears about the falsity of what the senses tell you 
every day’. Similarly, you go on to say regarding dreams that they are 
‘never linked by memory with all the other actions of life as waking 
experiences are’; aid you thus establish that you are encountering real 
objects and are ‘not asleep but awake’. You then say that ‘from the fact 
that God is not a deceiver it follows that in cases like these you are 
completely free from error’. This is a very pious statement, and your final 
conclusion that human life is subject to error and we must ‘acknowledge 
the weakness of our nature’ is certainly an excellent one.! 

These, distinguished Sir, are the points which it occurred to me to raise 

i Above pp. 6r1f. 
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in connection with your Meditations. | repeat that you have no reason to 
worry about them since my powers of judgement are so meagre that you 
should not regard my views as of any value at ail, When some dish 
pleases my palate but I see others do not like it, 1 do not defend my taste 
as being more perfect than anyone else’s; and similarly, when an opinion 
appeals to me but is unwelcome to others, I am very far from supposing I 
have managed to come closer to the truth. | think it is more correct to say 
that everyone is satisfied with his own views, and that wanting everyone 
to have the same view is as unfair as wanting everyone’s tastes to 
coincide, | say this to assure you that so far as | am concerned you should 
think yourself free to regard all these comments of mine as wholly 
worthless and to ignore them altogether. I shall be happy if you recognize 
my strong affection for you, and appreciate how much respect | have for 
your powers. I may have couched some of my comments in a somewhat 
blunt fashion, as is bound to happen when one is expressing 
disagreement; if this has happened I wholly retract them, and beg you to 
blot them out. Please consider that my chief aim has been to do you some 
service and to keep my friendship with you safe and in good repair. And 
so l take my leave. Written in Paris on 16 May in the Year of Grace 1641. 


AUTHOR’S REPLIES TO THE FIFTH SET OF 
OBJECTIONS 


Distinguished Sir, 

In criticizing my Meditations you have produced a very elegant and 
careful essay which I think will be of great benefit in shedding light on 
their truth. So I consider that 1 am greatly indebted both to you, for 
writing down your objections, and to the Reverend Father Mersenne for 
encouraging you to do so. That gentleman is extremely anxious to 
inquire into all things, and is an indefatigable supporter of everything 
that furthers the glory of Ged; he very well knows that the best way of 
discovering whether my arguments deserve to be regarded as true 
demonstrations is to subject them to the examination and vigorous 
attack of a number of critics of outstanding learning and intelligence, so 
as to test whether | can give a satisfactory reply to all their objections. 
With this in mind he has challenged as many people as possible to 
attempt such a critique; and some, including, I am delighted to say, 
vourself, have agreed to his request. In fact you have not so much used 
philosophical arguments to refute my opinions as employed various 
debating skilis to get round them; but this itself is a source of pleasure to 
me, since it leads me to suppose that it will not be easy to produce any 
further arguments against me, apart from those contained in the preced- 
ing objections of my other critics, which you have read. For if there had 
been any such arguments, your diligence and acumen would certainly 
have discovered them. I think your purpose has rather been to bring to 
my attention the devices which might be used to get round my arguments 
by those whose minds are so immersed in the senses that they shrink from 
all metaphysical thoughts, and thus to give me the opportunity to deal 
with them. In replying to you 1 shall therefore address you not as a 
discerning philosopher but rather as one of those men of the flesh whose 
ideas you have presented. 


Objections raised against the First Meditation! 
You say that you approve of my project for freeing my mind from 
preconceived opinions; and indeed no one can pretend that such a project 
1 Above p. 180. 
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should not be approved of. But you would have preferred me to have 
carried it out by making a ‘simple and brief statement’ — that is, only ina 
perfunctory fashion. Is it really so easy to free ourselves from all the 
errors which we have soaked up since our infancy? Can we really be too 
careful in carrying out a project which everyone agrees should be 
performed? But no doubt you wanted to point out that most people, 
although verbally admitting that we should escape from preconceived 
opinions, never do so in fact, because they do not spend any care or effort 
on the task and they reckon that nothing they have once accepted as true 
should be regarded as a preconceived opinion. You act the part of such 
people here, and do it very well, omitting none of the points they might 
raise. But none of the points you bring forward seems reminiscent of 
what a philosopher might say. For when you say that there is no need to 
imagine that God is a deceiver or that we are dreaming and so on, a 
philosopher would have supposed that he had to supply a reason why 
these matters should not be called into doubt; or if he had no such reason 
~ and in fact none exists — then he would not have made the remark. Nor 
would a philosopher have added that in this context ‘it would be 
sufficient to cite the darkness of the human mind or the weakness of our 
nature’. It is no help in correcting our errors to say that we make 
mistakes because our mind is in darkness or our nature is weak; this is 
just like saying that we make mistakes because we are prone to error. Itis 
more helpful to pay attention, as I did, to all the circumstances where we 
may happen to go wrong, to prevent our heedlessly giving assent in such 
cases. Again, a philosopher would not have said that ‘considering 
everything as false is more like adopting a new prejudice than relin- 
quishing an old one’; or at least he would have first tried to prove that 
such a supposition might give rise to the risk of some deception. But you, 
on the contrary, assert a little later that | cannot ‘compel myself to regard 
what I supposed to be false as being in fact uncertain and false’ — i.e. to 
adopt the new prejudice which you feared I might adopt. A philosopher 
would be no more surprised at such suppositions of falsity than he would 
be if, in order to straighten out a curved stick, we bent it round in the 
opposite direction. The philosopher knows that it is often useful to 
assume falsehoods instead of truths in this way in order to shed light on 
the truth, e.g. when astronomers imagine the equator, the zodiac, or 
other circles in the sky, or when geometers add new lines to given figures. 
Philosophers frequently do the same. Lf someone calls this ‘having 
recourse to artifice, sleight of hand and circumlocution’ and says it is 
unworthy of ‘philosophical honesty and the love of truth’ then he 
certainly shows that he himself, so far from being philosophically honest 
or being prepared to employ any argument at all, simply wants to indulge 
in rhetorical display. % 
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Objections raised against the Second Meditation’ 


1. Here you continue to employ rhetorical tricks instead of reasoning. 
You pretend that I am playing a game when I am serious, and you take 
me to be making serious statements and genuine assertions when I am 
merely raising questions and putting forward commonly held views in 
order to inquire into them further. When I said that the entire testimony 
of the senses should be regarded as uncertain and even as false,? | was 
quite serious; indeed this point is so necessary for an understanding of 
my Meditations that if anyone is unwilling or unable to accept it, he will 
be incapable of producing any objection that deserves a reply. However, 
we must note the distinction which I have insisted on in several passages, 
between the actions of life and the investigation of the truth.? For when it 
is a question of organizing our life, it would, of course, be foolish not to 
trust the senses, and the sceptics who neglected human affairs to the point 
where friends had to stop them falling off precipices deserved to be 
laughed at. Hence I pointed out in one passage that no sane person ever 
seriously doubts such things.* But when our inquiry concerns what can 
be known with complete certainty by the human intellect, it is quite 
unreasonable to refuse to reject these things in all seriousness as doubtful 
and even as false; the purpose here is to come to recognize that certain 
other things which cannot be rejected in this way are thereby more 
certain and in reality better known to us. 

My statement that | did not yet have a sufficient understanding of what 
this ‘?’ who thinks is’ is one that you do not accept as having been made 
seriously and in good faith; but | did provide a full explanation of the 
statement. You also question my statements that | had no doubts about 
what the nature of the body consisted in, and that I attributed to it no 
power of self-movement, and that I imagined the soul to be like a wind 
or fire, and so on; but these were simply commonly held views which 
I was rehearsing so as to show in the appropriate place that they were 
false. 

It is hardly honest to say that I refer nutrition, motion, sensation, etc. 
to the soul and then immediately to add ‘Fair enough, provided we are 
careful to remember your distinction between the soul and the boty.’ 
For shortly afterwards | expressly referred nutrition to the body alone; 
and as for movement and sensation, | refer them to the body for the most 
part, and attribute nothing belonging to them to the soul, apart from the 
element of thought alone. 

Again, what reason have you for saying that I ‘did not need all this 
apparatus’ to prove | existed?’ These very words of yours surely show 


1 Above pp. 180ff. 2 Cf above p.16. 3 Cf. above pp. 15 and 172. 
4 Cf Synopsis, p. tz. 5 Above p. 17. 6 Above p. 181. 7 Above p. 180. 
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that | have the best reason to think that I have not used enough 
apparatus, since ] have not yet managed to make you understand the 
matter correctly. When you say that i ‘could have made the same 
inference from any one of my other actions’ you are far from the truth, 
since I am not wholly certain of any of my actions, with the sole 
exception of thought (in using the word ‘certain’ | am referring to 
metaphysical certainty, which is the sole issue at this point). | may not, 
for example, make the inference ‘1 am walking, therefore I exist’, except 
in so far as the awareness of walking is a thought. The inference is certain 
only if applied to this awareness, and not to the movement of the body 
which sometimes — in the case of dreams — is not occurring at all, despite 
the fact that 1 seem to myself to be walking. Hence from the fact that ! 
think | am walking I can very well infer the existence of a mind which has 
this thought, but not the existence of a body that walks. And the same 
applies in other cases. 

2. You then adopt a droll figure of speech and pretend to interrogate 
me as if I were present; and you address me no longer as a whole man but 
as a disembodied soul.! I think that you are indicating here that these 
objections of yours did not originate in the mind of a subtle philosopher 
but came from flesh alone. I ask you then, O Flesh, or whatever name you 
want me to address you by, have you so little to do with the mind that 
you were unable to notice when | corrected the common view whereby 
that which thinks is supposed to be like a wind or similar body? I of 
course corrected this view when I showed that it can be supposed that 
there is no wind or any other body in the world, yet nonetheless 
everything which enables me to recognize myself as a thinking thing still 
remains.2-Hence all your subsequent questions as to whether I might not 
still be a wind or occupy space or be in motion in several ways, and so” 
on,? are so fatuous as to need no reply. 

3. There is no more force in your next question as to why, if ]am a 
rarefied body, I cannot be nourished, and so on.* For | deny that Lama 
body. Let me clear up one point once and for all. You almost always use 
the same style, not attacking my arguments but ignoring them as if they 
did not exist, or quoting them in an imperfect or truncated form; and you 
string together various difficulties of the sort commonly raised by 
philosophical novices against my conclusions or against others like 
them — or even unlike them. These difficulties are irrelevant, or else I have 
discussed and resolved them in the appropriate place. in view of this it is 
not worth my while to answer all your questions individually; if I did so, 
I should have to repeat 2 hundred times what | have already written. | 
shall simply deal briefly with the points which might possibly cause 

t Above p. 181. 2 Above pp. 18f. 3 Above pp. 182f. 4 Ibid. 
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difficulty to readers who are not utterly stupid. As for readers who are 
impressed by the number of words employed rather than the force of the 
arguments, 1 do not value their approval so highly that I am prepared to 
become more verbose in order to merit it. 

First of all then, let me point out that I do not accept your statement 
that the mind grows and becomes weak along with the body.’ You do 
not prove this by any argument. It is true that the mind does not work so 
perfectly when it is in the body of an infant as it does when in an adult’s 
body, and that its actions can often be slowed down by wine and other 
corporeal things. But all that follows from this is that the mind, so long as 
it is joined to the body, uses it like an instrument to perform the 
operations which take up most of its time. It does not follow that it is 
made more or less perfect by the body. Your inference here is no more 
valid than if you were to infer from the fact that a craftsman works badly 
whenever he uses a faulty too! that the good condition of his tools is the 
source of his knowledge of his craft. 

Ir should also be noted, O Flesh, that you seem to misunderstand 
completely what the use of rational argument involves. To prove thar | 
should not suspect the trustworthiness of the senses you say that even 
if, when the eye is not in use, | have seemed to have sense-perception of 
things that cannot in fact be perceived without the eye, this kind of falsity 
is not something ] have experienced all the time.? This makes it seem as if 
the fact that we have discovered error on some occasions is not a 
sufficient reason for doubt. You also talk as if it were possible for us, 
whenever we make a mistake, to notice that we are mistaken; but on the 
contrary the error consists precisely in the fact that we do not recognize it 
as a case of error. 

Finally, O Flesh, since you often demand arguments from me when 
you have none yourself and the onus of proof is on you, you should 
realize that in order to philosophize correctly there is no need for us to 
prove the falsity of everything which we do not admit because we do not 
know whether or not it is true. We simply have to take great care not to 
admit anything as true when we cannot prove it to be so. Hence, when | 
discover that I am a thinking substance, and form a clear and distinct 
concept of this thinking substance that contains none of the things thar 
belong to the concept of corporeal substance, this is quite sufficient to 
enable me to assert that I, in so far as 1 know myself, am nothing other 
than a thinking thing. This is all that ] asserted in the Second Meditation, 
which is what we are dealing with here. I did not have to admit that this 
thinking substance was some mobile, pure and rarefied body, since | had 
no convincing reason for believing this. If you have such a reason, it is 

1 Ibid. 2 Above p. 183. 
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your job to explain it; you should not demand that I prove the falsity of 
something which I refused to accept precisely because 1 had no know- 
ledge of it. It is as if, when I said that I now live in Holland, you were to 
say that this must not be accepted unless [ can prove that I am not also in 
China or in any other part of the world, on the grounds that it is perhaps 
possible, through the power of Ged, that the same body should exist in 
two different places. When you add that I will also have to prove that ‘the 
souls of the brutes are incorporeal’ and that ‘this solid body contributes 
nothing to my thought’,! you show that you are ignorant both of where 
the onus of proof lies and of what must be proved by each party. For Ido 
not think that the souls of the brutes are incorporeal, or that this solid 
body contributes nothing to our thought; it is simply that this is not at all 
the place to consider these topics. 

4. The next question you raise concerns the obscurity arising from the 
ambiguity in the word ‘soul’? But I took such care to eliminate this 
ambiguity when it arose that it is tiresome to repeat myself here. I shall 
say only that it is generally the ignorant who have given things their 
names, and so the names do not always fit the things with sufficient 
accuracy. Our job, however, is not to change the names after they have 
been adopted into ordinary usage; we may merely emend their meanings 
when we notice that they are misunderstood by others. Thus, primitive 
man probably did not distinguish between, on the one hand, the principle 
by which we are nourished and grow and accomplish without any 
thought all the other operations which we have in common with the 
brutes, and, on the other hand, the principle in virtue of which we think. 
He therefore used the single term ‘sou!’ to apply to both; and when he 
subsequently noticed that thought was distinct from nutrition, he called 
the element which thinks ‘mind’, and believed it to be the principal part 
of the soul. L, by contrast, realizing that the principle by which we are 
nourished is wholly different — different in kind — from that in virtue of 
which we think, have said that the term ‘soul’, when it is used to refer to 
both these principles, is ambiguous. If we are to take ‘soul’ in its special 
sense, as meaning the ‘first actuality’ or ‘principal form of man’, then the 
term must be understood to apply only to the principle in virtue of which 
we think; and to avoid ambiguity | have as far as possible used the term 
‘mind’ for this. For I consider the mind not as a part of the soul but as the 
thinking soul in its entirety. 

You say you want to stop and ask whether I think the soul always 
thinks.* But why should it not always think, since it is a thinking 


1 Above p. 183. 2 Ibid. 
3 Standard scholastic definitions of the soul derived from Aristotle; cf. De Amina m1, 2. 
4 Above p. 184. 
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substance? It is no surprise that we do not remember the thoughts that 
the soul had when in the womb or ina deep sleep, since there are many 
other thoughts that we equally do not remember, although we know we 
had them when grown up, healthy and wide-awake. So long as the mind 
is joined to the body, then in order for it to remember thoughts which it 
had in the past, it is necessary for some traces of them to be imprinted on 
the brain; it is by turning to these, or applying itself to them, thar the 
mind remembers. So is it really surprising if the brain of an infant, or a 
man in a deep sleep, is unsuited to receive these traces?! 

Lastly, there is the passage where I said that it may perhaps be that that 
of which I do not yet have knowledge (namely my body) is not distinct 
from the ‘? of which I am aware (namely my mind); ‘I do not know’, I 
said, ‘and I shall not argue the point.’? Here you object: ‘If you do not 
know, if you are not arguing the point, why do you assume thar you are 
none of these things?”? But it is false that | assumed anything I did not 
know. On the contrary, since I did not know whether the body was 
identical with the mind or not, I did not make any assumptions on this 
matter, but considered only the mind; it was only afterwards, in the Sixth 
Meditation, that I said there was a real distinction between the mind and 
the body, and here I did not assume it but demonstrated it. But you, O 
Flesh, are utterly at fault here, because, despite having little or no rational 
basis for proving that the mind is not distinct from the body, you 
nonetheless assume this. 

5. What I wrote about the imagination will be clear enough to those 
who study it closely, but it is not surprising if those who do not meditate 
on it find it very obscure. But J should point out to such people that there 
is no inconsistency between my assertion that certain things do not 
belong to the knowledge | have of myself and my previous statement that 
I did not know whether certain things belong to me or not.t For 
‘belonging to me’ is clearly quite different from ‘belonging to the 
knowledge which I have of myself’. 

6. The things you say here,’ O best of Flesh, seem to me to amount to 
grumblings more than objections, and so they require no answer. 

7. Here again you produce a lot of grumblings, but they do not require 
a reply any more than the previous lot. Your questions about the brutes® 
are not appropriate in this context since the mind, when engaged in 
private meditation, can experience its own thinking but cannot have any 


1 For a detailed account of the brain traces referred to here, see Treatise on Man: vol. i 
pp. tosif. 

2 Above p. 18. 3 Above p.185. 4 Above p. 185; cf. Med. , above pp. r8f. 
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experience to establish whether the brutes think or not; it must tackle this 
question later on, by an a posteriori investigation of their behaviour. | 
will not pause to disown the foolish claims which you then put into my 
mouth; [ am content to have pointed out once that you do not report 
everything | say accurately. In fact I did frequently provide a criterion to 
establish that the mind is different from the body, namely that the whole 
nature of the mind consists in the fact that it thinks, while the whole 
nature of the body consists in its being an extended thing; and there is 
absolutely nothing in common between thought and extension. I also 
distinctly showed on many occasions that the mind can operate indepen- 
dently of the brain; for the brain cannot in any way be employed in pure 
understanding, but only in imagining or perceiving by the senses. 
Admittedly, when imagination or sensation is strongly active (as occurs 
when the brain is in a disturbed state), it is not easy for the mind to have 
leisure for understanding other things. But when the imagination is less 
intense, we often have the experience of understanding something quite 
apart from the imagination. When, for example, we are asleep and are 
aware that we are dreaming, we need imagination in order to dream, but 
to be aware that we are dreaming we need only the intellect. 

8. Here, as frequently elsewhere, you merely show that you do not 
have an adequate understanding of what you are trying to criticize. | did 
not abstract the concept of the wax from the concept of its accidents.! 
Rather, I wanted to show how the substance of the wax is revealed by 
means of its accidents, and how a reflective and distinct perception of it 
(the sort of perception which you, O Flesh, seem never to have had) 
differs from the ordinary confused perception. 1 do not see what 
argument you are relying on when you lay it down as certain that a dog 
makes discriminating judgements in the same way as we do.’ Seeing 
that a dog is made of flesh you perhaps think that everything which is in 
you also exists in the dog. But I observe no mind at all in the dog, and 
hence believe there is nothing to be found in a dog that resembles the 
things | recognize in a mind. 

9. lam surprised that you should say here that all my considerations 
about the wax demonstrate that I distinctly know that I exist, bur not 
that ] know what lam or what my nature is;? for one thing cannot be 
demonstrated without the other. Nor do I see what more you expect 
here, unless it is to be told what colour or smell or taste the human mind 
has, or the proportions of salt, sulphur and mercury from which it is 
compounded. You want us, you say, to conduct ‘a kind of chemical 
investigation’ of the mind, as we would of wine.‘ This is indeed worthy of 


360 you, O Flesh, and of ali those who have only a very confused conception 
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of everything, and so do not know the proper questions to ask about each 
thing. But as for me, I have never thought that anything more is required 
to reveal a substance than its various attributes; thus the more attributes 
of a given substance we know, the more perfectly we understand its 
nature. Now we can distinguish many different attributes in the wax: 
one, that it is white; two, that it is hard; three, that it can be melted; and 
so on. And there are correspondingly many attributes in the mind: one, 
that it has the power of knowing the whiteness of the wax; two, that it 
has the power of knowing its hardness; three, that it has the power of 
knowing that it can lose its hardness (i.e. melt), and so on. (Someone can 
have knowledge of the hardness without thereby having knowledge of 
the whiteness, e.g. a man born blind; and so on in other cases.) The clear 
inference from this is that we know more attributes in the case of our 
mind than we do in the case of anything else. For no matter how many 
attributes we recognize in any given thing, we can always list a 
corresponding number of attributes in the mind which it has in virtue of 
knowing the attributes of the thing; and hence the nature of the mind is 
the one we know best of all. Finally, in this section, you make an 
incidental criticism as follows: although I have not admitted that I have 
anything apart from a mind, | nevertheless speak of the wax which I see 
and touch, and yet this is impossible without eyes and hands.! But you 
should have noticed that I had carefully pointed out that I was not here 
dealing with sight and touch, which occur by means of bodily organs, but 
was concerned solely with the thought of seeing and touching, which, as 
we experience every day in our dreams, does not require these organs. Of 
course you cannot have failed to notice this — your purpose was simply to 
show us what absurd and unjust quibbles can be thought up by those 
who are more anxious to attack a position than to understand it. 


Objections raised against the Third Meditation 


1. Bravo! Here at last you produce an argument against me — something 
which, as far as | can see, you have at no point done up till now. You 
wish to prove that the rule ‘Whatever we clearly and distinctly perceive is 
true’ is not a reliable one, and you say that great thinkers, who ought 
surely to have perceived many things clearly and distinctly, have never- 
theless judged that the truth of things is hidden in God or in a deep well.2 
Your argument from authority is, | admit, sound enough; but, O Flesh, 
you certainly should not have presented it to a mind so withdrawn from 
corporeal things that it does not even know whether any people existed 
before it, and hence is not influenced by their authority. Your next point, 
x Above p. 191. 2 Above p. 193. 
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taken from the sceptics, is a standard move, and not a bad one, but it 
proves nothing. Nor is anything proved by the fact that some people face 
death to defend opinions that are in fact false; for it can never be proved 
that they clearly and distinctly perceive what they so stubbornly affirm. 
You say at the end of this section that what we should be working on is 
not so much a rule to establish the truth as a method for determining 
whether or not we are deceived when we think we perceive something 
clearly.! This I do not dispute; but | maintain that | carefully provided 
such a method in the appropriate place, where | first eliminated all 
preconceived opinions and afterwards listed all my principal ideas, 
distinguishing those which were clear from those which were obscure or 
confused. 

2. 1am amazed at the line of argument by which you try to prove that 
all our ideas are adventitious and that none of them are constructed by 
us. You say that the mind has the faculty not just of perceiving 
adventitious ideas but also ‘of putting them together and separating them 
in various ways, of enlarging them and diminishing them, of comparing 
them and so on’. Hence you conclude that the ideas of chimeras, which 
the mind makes up by the process of putting together and separating etc., 
are not constructed by the mind but are adventitious. By this argument 
you could prove that Praxiteles never made any statues on the grounds 
that he did not get from within himself the marble from which he 
sculpted them; or you could prove that you did not produce these 
objections on the grounds that you composed them out of words which 
you acquired from others rather than inventing them yourself. But in fact 
the form of a chimera does not consist in the parts of the goat or lion, nor 
does the form of your objections consist in the individual words you have 
used; they both consist simply in the fact that the elements are put 
together in a certain way. 

It is also surprising that you maintain that the idea of a thing cannot be 
in the mind unless the ideas of an animal, a plant, a stone, and all the 
universals are there.> This is like saying that if 1 am to recognize myself to 
be a thinking thing, | must also recognize animals and plants, since I must 
recognize a thing or the nature of a thing. Your comments on the idea of 
truth are equally false. And at the end of the section you confine your 
attack to matters about which | made no assertions at all, and so you are 
simply beating the air. 

3. Here, aiming to destroy the arguments which led me to judge that 
the existence of material things should be doubted, you ask why, in that 
case, | walk on the earth, etc.* This obviously begs the question. For you 
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assume what had to be proved, namely that it is so certain that I walk on 
the earth that there can be no doubt of it. 

In addition to the arguments which I put forward against myself and 
refuted, you suggest the following: why is there no idea of colour in a 
man born blind, and no idea of sound in a man born deaf?! Here you 
show plainly that you have no telling arguments to produce. How do you 
know that there is no idea of colour in a man born blind? From time to 
time we find in our own case that even though we close our eyes, 
sensations of light and colour are nevertheless aroused. And even if we 
grant what you say, those who deny the existence of material things may 
just as well attribute the absence of ideas of colour in the man born blind 
to the fact that his mind lacks the faculty for forming them; this is just as 
reasonable as your claim that he does not have the ideas because he is 
deprived of sight. 

Your next point about the two ideas of the sun? proves nothing. Your 
taking the two ideas as one on the grounds that they are referred to only 
one sun is like saying that a true statement does not differ from a false 
one because it is asserted of the same subject. In saying that the idea we 
arrive at by astronomical reasoning is not in fact an idea, you are 
restricting the term ‘idea’ to images depicted in the corporeal 
imagination; but this goes against my explicit assumption. 

4. You repeat your mistake when you deny that we have a true idea of 
a substance on the grounds that a substance is perceived not by the 
imagination but by the intellect alone.* And yet, O Flesh, | have already 
made it clear that 1 will have nothing to do with those who are prepared 
to use only their imagination and not their intellect. 

You next say that ‘whatever reality the idea of a substance possesses, it 
gets from the ideas of the accidents under which, or in the guise of which, 
we conceive of the substance’.4 Here you prove that in fact you have no 
distinct idea of a substance. For a substance can never be conceived in the 
guise of its accidents, nor can it derive its reality from them. (On the 
contrary, philosophers commonly conceive of accidents in the guise of 
substances, since they often say that they are ‘real’.) In fact no reality, ic. 
no being apart from a purely modal one, can be attributed to accidents 
unless it is taken from the idea of a substance. 

You go on to say that we have the idea of God merely as a result of 
having heard certain attributes being ascribed to him.’ Would you please 
explain where the first men who originally told us of these attributes got 
this self same idea of God? If they got it from themselves, why cannot we 
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also derive it from ourselves? If they got it by divine revelation, then God 
exists. 

You add: ‘If someone calls something “infinite”, he attributes to a 
thing which he does not grasp a label which he does not understand.” 
Here you fail to distinguish between, on the one hand, an understanding 
which is suited to the scale of our intellect (and each of us knows by his 
own experience quite well that he has this sort of understanding of the 
infinite) and, on the other hand, a fully adequate conception of things 
{and no one has this sort of conception either of the infinite or of 
anything else, however small it may be). Moreover, it is false that the 
infinite is understood through the negation of a boundary or limit; on the 
contrary, all limitation implies a negation of the infinite. 

It is also false that the idea representing all the perfections which we 
attribute to God ‘does not contain more objective reality than do the 
finite things’.2 You yourself admit that these perfections must be am- 
plified by our intellect if they are to be attributed to God. So do you think 
that the perfections which are amplified in this way are not, as a result, 
greater than they would be if they were not amplified? And how could we 
have a faculty for amplifying all created perfections (i.e. conceiving of 
something greater or more ample than they are) were it not for the fact 
that there is in us an idea of something greater, namely God? Finally, itis 
again false that God would be ‘a puny thing if he were no greater than 
our understanding of him’. For we understand God to be infinite, and 
there can be nothing greater than the infinite. You are confusing 
understanding with imagination, and are supposing that we imagine God 
to be like some enormous man, just us if someone who had never seen an 
elephant were to imagine it was like some enormous tick, which, | agree, 
would be extremely foolish. 

5. You say a great deal here to give the appearance of contradicting 
me, but in fact you do not contradict me at all, since you reach exactly 
the same conclusion as I do. Nevertheless you include in your discussion 
many assertions with which I strongly disagree. You say that the axiom 
‘There is nothing in the effect which did not previously exist in the cause’ 
should be taken to refer to material rather than efficient causes;° but it is 
unintelligible that perfection of form should ever pre-exist in a material 
cause; it can do so only in an efficient cause. Nor do | agree that the 
formal reality of an idea is a substance,’ and so on. 

6. If you had any argument to prove the existence of material things 
you would undoubtedly have produced it here. But all you do is to ask 
whether my mind is uncertain as to whether anything apart from itself 
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exists in the world;! and you pretend that there is no need to look for 
arguments to decide this, thus appealing simply to our preconceived 
opinions. Here you succeed in showing, much more clearly than if you 
had not said anything at all, that you cannot produce any argument to 
support your assertion. 

None of your subsequent discussion concerning ideas needs to be 
answered, since you restrict the term ‘idea’ to images depicted in the 
imagination, whereas I extend it to cover any object of thought. 

But [ should like to ask in passing about the argument you use fo prove 
that ‘nothing acts on itself’? It is unusual for you to use arguments, bur 
here you prove your case with the example of the finger which does not 
strike itself and the eye which does not see itself in itself but in a mirror. It 
is, however, easy to answer this by saying that it is not the eye which sees 
the mirror rather than itself, but the mind alone which recognizes the 
mirror, the eye and itself. Other counter-examples can also be cited from 
the realm of corporeal things: when a top turns itself round in a circle, is 
not the turning an action which it performs on itself? 

Finally it should be noted that I did not assert that the ideas of material 
things are derived from the mind, as you somewhat disingenuously 
make out.’ Later on | explicitly showed that these ideas often come to us 
from bodies, and that it is this that enables us to prove the existence of 
bodies. In the passage under discussion I simply explained that we never 
find so much reality in these ideas as to oblige us to conclude (given the 
premiss that there is nothing in the effect which did not previously exist 
in the cause, either formally or eminently) that they could not have 
originated in the mind alone. And this claim you do not attack at all. 

7. Everything you say here you have said before, and has already been 
disposed of by me. I shall make one point about the idea of the infinite. 
This, you say, cannot be a true idea unless I grasp the infinite; you say 
that | can be said, at most, to know part of the infinite, and a very small 
part at that, which does not correspond to the infinite any better than a 
picture of one tiny hair represents the whole person to whom it belongs.4 
My point is that, on the contrary, if | can grasp something, it would be a 
total contradiction for that which | grasp to be infinite. For the idea of the 
infinite, if it is to be a true idea, cannot be grasped at all, since the 
impossibility of being grasped is contained in the formal definition of 
the infinite. Nonetheless, it is evident that the idea which we have of the 
infinite does not merely represent one part of it, but really does represent 
the infinite in its entirety. The manner of representation, however, is the 
manner appropriate to a human idea; and undoubtedly God, or some 
other intelligent nature more perfect than a human mind, could have a 
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much more perfect, i.e. more accurate and distinct, idea. Similarly we do 
not doubt that a novice at geometry has an idea of a whole triangle when 
he understands that it is a Agure bounded by three lines, even though 
geometers are capable of knowing and recognizing in this idea many 
more properties belonging to the same triangle, of which the novice is 
ignorant. Just as it suffices for the possession of an idea of the whole 
triangle to understand that it is a figure contained within three lines, so it 
suffices for the possession of a true and complete idea of the infinite in its 
entirety if we understand that it is a thing which is bounded by no limits. 

8. You repeat the same mistake in this section when you deny that we 
have a true idea of God. For even though we do not know everything 
which is in God, nonetheless all the attributes that we do recognize to be 
in him are truly there. You also say that if someone desires some bread, 
‘the bread is not more perfect than him’;! and that although a feature 
which I perceive in an idea actually exists in the idea, ‘it does not follow 
that it actually exists in the thing corresponding to the idea’;? and finally 
that 1 am ‘making a judgement about something of which | am 
ignorant’? But these and similar comments simply show that you, O 
Flesh, are anxious to rush in and attack many statements whose meaning 
you do not follow. The fact that someone desires some bread does not 
imply that the bread is more perfect than he is, but merely that someone 
who needs bread is in a more imperfect state than when he does not need 
it. Again, from the fact that something exists in an idea I do not infer that 
it exists in reality, except when we can produce no other cause for the 
idea but the actual existence of the thing which it represents. And this is 
true, as 1 demonstrated, only in the case of God, and not in the case of a 
plurality of worlds or anything else. Again, | am not ‘making a judgement 
about something of which | am ignorant’, for | produced reasons to back 
up my judgement — reasons which are so solid that you have not been 
able to mount the slightest attack against any of them. 

9. When you deny that in order to be kept in existence we need the 
continual action of the original cause,* you are disputing something 
which all metaphysicians affirm as a manifest truth — although the 
uneducated often fail to think of it because they pay attention only to the 
causes of coming into being and not the causes of being itself. Thus an 
architect is the cause of a house and a father of his child only in the sense 
of being the causes of their coming into being; and hence, once the work 
is completed it can remain in existence quite apart from the ‘cause’ in this 
sense. But the sun is the cause of the light which it emits, and God is the 
cause of created things, not just in the sense that they are causes of the 
coming into being of these things, but also in the sense that they are 
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causes of their being; and hence they must always continue to act on the 
effect in the same way in order to keep it in existence. 

This can be plainly demonstrated from my explanation of the inde- 
pendence of the divisions of time. You try in vain to evade my argument 
by talking of the necessary ‘connection’ which exists between the 
divisions of time considered in the abstract.' But this is not the issue: we 
are considering the time or duration of the thing which endures, and here 
you would not deny that the individual moments can be separated from 
those immediately preceding and succeeding them, which implies that the 
thing which endures may cease to be at any given moment. 

You say that we have a power which is sufficient to ensure that we 
shall continue to exist unless some destructive cause intervenes.? But here 
you do not realize that you are attributing to a created thing the 
perfection of a creator, if the created thing is able to continue in existence 
independently of anything else. Similarly, you are attributing to the 
creator the imperfection of a created thing, since you imply that the 
creator would have to tend towards non-being by performing a positive 
action whenever he wished to bring our existence to an end. 

Your further contention, that it is not absurd that there should be an 
infinite regress,’ is undermined by what you yourself say later on. For you 
admit that an infinite regress is absurd ‘in the case of causes which are so 


linked that a cause which is lower in the chain cannot act without one. 


which is higher’.* But it is causes of this sort, and only of this sort, that 
are at issue here, since we are dealing with causes of being, not causes of 
coming into being, such as parents. Hence you cannot set the authority of 
Aristotle against me here; nor does your point about Pandora undermine 
my position. You agree that 1 can gradually augment, in varying degrees, 
all the perfections that 1 observe in people, until | see that they have 
become the kind of perfections that cannot possibly belong to human 
nature; and this is quite sufficient to enable me to. demonstrate the 
existence of God. For it is this very power of amplifying all human 
perfections up to the point where they are recognized as more than 
human which, I maintain and insist, would not have been in us unless we 
had been created by God. But I am not at all surprised that you cannot 
see that I have given an utterly evident demonstration of this, because 
there is, so far as I can see, net one of my arguments which you have so 
far managed to perceive correctly. 

10. When you attack my statement that nothing can be added to or 
taken away from the idca of God,° it seems that you have paid no 
attention to the common philosophical maxim that the essences of things 


1 Ibid. 2 Above p. 210, 3 Ibid. 4 Above p. 218. 5 Above p. 212. 


7O 


371 


372 


373 


256 Objections and Replies 


are indivisible. An idea represents the essence of a thing, and if anything 
is added to or taken away from the essence, then the idea automatically 
becomes the idea of something else. This is how the ideas of Pandora and 
of all false Gods are formed by those who do not have a correct 
conception of the true God. But once the idea of the true God has been 
conceived, although we may detect additional perfections in him which 
we had not yet noticed, this does not mean that we have augmented the 
idea of God; we have simply made it more distinct and explicit, since, so 
long as we suppose that our original idea was a true one, it must have 
contained all these perfections. Similarly, the idea of a triangle is not 
augmented when we notice various properties in the triangle of which we 
were previously ignorant. You must also realize that the idea of God 
is not gradually formed by us when we amplify the perfections of his 
creatures;! it is formed all at once and in its entirety as soon as our mind 
reaches an infinite being which is incapable of any amplification. 

You ask how I prove that the idea of God is present in us like the mark 
of a craftsman stamped on his work. ‘How is this stamping carried out’, 
you ask, ‘and what is the form of this “‘mark’?’? Suppose there is a 
painting in which ] observe so much skill that I judge that it could only 
have been painted by Apelles, and I say that the inimitable technique is 
like a kind of mark which Apelles stamped on all his pictures to 
distinguish them from others. The question you raise is just like asking, in 
this case, ‘What is the form of this mark, and how is the stamping carried 
out?’ It certainly seems that if you asked such a question you would 
deserve to be laughed at rather than answered. 

You go on as follows: ‘if the mark is not distinct from the work, are 
you yourself, then, an idea? Are you nothing else but a mode of thought? 
Are you yourself both the mark which is stamped and the subject on 
which it is stamped?’> Here again you do not deserve an answer. Suppose 
I had said that the technique by which we can distinguish the paintings of 
Apelles from others is not anything distinct from the pictures themselves. 
The point you make seems just as silly as if you were to reply here that in 
that case the pictures are nothing but the technique, and do not consist of 
any material, and hence are simply a mode of painting. 

You then deny that we are made in the image of God, and say that this 
would make God like a man; and you go on to list the ways in which 
human nature differs from the divine nature. Is this any cleverer than 
trying to deny that one of Apelles’ pictures was made in the likeness of 
Alexander on the grounds that this would mean that Alexander was like 
a picture, and yet pictures are made of wood and paint, and not of flesh 
and bones like Alexander? It is not in the nature of an image to be 
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identical in all respects with the thing of which it is an image, but merely 
to imitate it in some respects. And it is quite clear that the wholly perfect 
power of thought which we understand to be in God is represented by 
means of that less perfect faculty which we possess. 

You prefer to compare the creation of God to the labour of a workman 
rather than to parental procreation, but you have no reason to do so. 
Even if the three modes of action involved here are completely different in 
kind, nevertheless the analogy between natural procreation and divine 
creation is closer than that between artificial production and divine 
creation. I did not say, however, that the resemblance between us and 
God is as close as that between children and parents. Again, it is not 
always true that there is no resemblance between the work of a craftsman 
and the craftsman himself, as is clear in the case of a sculptor who 
produces a statue resembling himself. 

How unfairly you report my words when you pretend that I said | 
perceive my likeness to God in the fact that | am an incomplete and 
dependent thing.’ On the contrary, | cited these facts as evidence of a 
dissimilarity, to prevent anyone thinking | wished to make men equal to 
God. What I said was this: I not only perceive that | am in this respect 
inferior to God in so far as I aspire to greater things, but also that these 
greater things are in God; and moreover, there is in me something 
resembling these greater qualities, since I venture to aspire to them.2 

Finally, you say that it is surprising that everyone else should not share 
my understanding of God, since he imprinted the idea of himself on them 
just as he did on me. This is just like your being surprised at the fact that 
although everyone is aware of the idea of a triangle not everyone notices 
equally many properties in it and some people may draw false conclu- 
sions about it. 


Objections raised against the Fourth Meditation 


x, I did explain quite adequately what sort of idea of nothingness we 
have, and how we participate in non-being:* the idea of nothingness | 
called a ‘negative idea’, and | said that ‘participating in non-being’ simply 
means that we are not the supreme being and that we lack very many 
things.° But you are always looking for flaws where none exist. 

When you say that I ‘observe that some of God’s works are not wholly 
perfect’,© you are plainly inventing something I neither wrote nor 
thought. I simply said that if certain things are considered not from the 
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point of view of the part they play in the world but as separate wholes, 
then they can appear to be imperfect. 

The points you make to defend the notion of a final cause! should be 
applied to efficient causation. The function of the various parts of plants 
and animals etc. makes it appropriate to admire God as their efficient 
cause — to recognize and glorify the craftsman through examining his 
works; but we cannot guess from this what purpose God had in creating 
any given thing. In ethics, then, where we may often legitimately employ 
conjectures, it may admittedly be pious on occasion to try to guess what 
purpose God may have had in mind in his direction of the universe; but 
in physics, where everything must be backed up by the strongest 
arguments, such conjectures are futile. We cannot pretend that some of 
God’s purposes are more out in the open than others; all are equally 
hidden in the inscrutable abyss of his wisdom. Nor should you pretend 
that none of us mortals is incapable of understanding other kinds of 
cause; they are all much easier to discover than God’s purposes, and the 
kinds of cause which you put forward as typical of the difficulties 
involved are in fact ones that many people consider they do know about. 

Finally you ask me what sort of idea my mind would have had of God 
and of itself if, ever since being implanted in the body, it had remained 
within it, with the eyes closed and with none of the senses functioning 
Since your question is asked in such an open and frank manner, | 
shall give you a straightforward and honest reply. I do not doubt that the 
mind — provided we suppose that in thinking it received not just no 
assistance from the body but also that it received no interference from it~ 
would have had exactly the same ideas of God and itself that it now has, 
with the sole difference that they would have been much purer and 
clearer. The senses often impede the mind in many of its operations, and 
in no case do they help in the perception of ideas. The only thing that 
prevents all of us noticing equally well that we have these ideas is that we 
are too occupied with perceiving the images of corporeal things. 

2. Throughout this section you assume incorrectly that our being 
liable to error is a positive imperfection, when in fact it is simply 
(especially with respect to God) the negation of greater perfection among 
created things. Moreover, your comparison between the citizens of a 
republic and the parts of the universe’ is not quite accurate: the bad 
character of the citizens is, in relation to the republic, something positive, 
but this does not apply to man’s liability to error, or his lack of all 
perfections, when this is taken in relation to the good of the universe. A 
better comparison to make might be the comparison between someone 
who wanted the whole of the human body to be covered with eyes so as 
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to look more beautiful (there being no part of the body more beautiful 
than the eye), and someone who thinks that there ought not to have been 
any creatures in the world who were liable to error (ie. not wholly 
perfect). 

Your supposition that God has assigned us base roles and has given us 
imperfections, and so on,’ is plainly false. It is also quite false that God 
gave man a faculty which is ‘uncertain, confused and inadequate even for 
the few matters which he did want us to decide upon’? 

3. You here ask me to say briefly whether the will can extend to 
anything that escapes the intellect.) The answer is that this occurs 
whenever we happen to go wrong. Thus when you judge that the mind is 
a kind of rarefied body, you can understand that the mind is itself, i.e. a 
thinking thing, and that a rarefied body is an extended thing; but the 
proposition that it is one and the same thing that thinks and is extended 
is one which you certainly do not understand. You simply want to believe 
it, because you have belteved it before and do not want to change your 
view. It is the same when you judge that an apple, which may in fact be 
poisoned, is nutritious: you understand that its smell, colour and so on, 
are pleasant, but this does not mean that you understand that this 
particular apple will be beneficial to eat; you judge that it will because 
you want to believe it. So, while I do admit that when we direct our will 


towards something, we always have some sort of understanding of some - 


aspect of it, I deny that our understanding and our will are of equal 
scope. In the case of any given object, there may be many things about it 
that we desire but very few things of which we have knowledge. And 
when we make a bad judgement, it is not that we exercise our will in a 
bad fashion, but that the object of our will is bad, Again, we never 
understand anything in a bad fashion; when we are said to ‘understand in 
a bad fashion’, all that happens is that we judge that our understandings is 
more extensive than it in fact is. 

You next deny certain propositions about the foils of the will. 
But although these propositions are self-evident, | am not prepared to set 
about proving them here. These are the sorts of things that each of us 
ought to know by experience in his own case, rather than having to be 
convinced of them by rational argument; and you, O Flesh, do not seem 
to attend to the actions the mind performs within itself. You may be 
unfree, if you wish; but I am certainly very pleased with my freedom 
since I experience it within myself, What is more, you have produced no 
arguments to attack it but merely bald denials. I affirm what I have 
experienced and what anyone else can experience for himself, whereas 
your denial seems merely to be based on your own apparent failure to 
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have the appropriate experience; so my own view is probably entitled to 
receive more widespread acceptance. 

Your own words, however, establish that you have in fact had the 
experience of freedom. You deny that we can guard against making 
mistakes because you refuse to allow that the will can be directed to 
anything which is not determined by the intellect; but you admit at the 
same time that we can guard against persisting in error.! New this would 
be quite impossible unless the will had the freedom to direct itself, 
without the determination of the intellect, towards one side or the other; 
and this you have just denied. If the intellect has already determined the 
will to put forward some false judgement, then what is it, may J ask, that 
determines the will when first it begins to guard against persisting in 
error? If it is determined by itself, then it can after all be directed towards 
an object which the intellect does not impel it towards ~ which you 
denied, and which is the sole point in dispute. If on the other hand it is 
determined by the intellect, then it is not the will that is guarding against 
error; all that occurs is that, just as it was previously directed towards a 
falsehood set before it by the intellect, now it happens, purely by chance, 
to turn towards the truth, because the intellect presents the truth to it.I 
would also like to know what is your conception of the nature of falsity, 
and how you think it can be an object of the intellect. My own view is 
this. Since I understand falsity to be merely a privation of the truth, I am 
convinced that there would be a total contradiction involved in the 
intellect’s apprehending falsity under the guise of truth; but this would 
have to be the case if the intellect were ever to determine the will to 
embrace what is false. 

4. As for the beneficial results to be derived from these Meditations,’ | 
did clearly point out, in the short Preface which 1 think you have read, 
that those who do not bother to grasp the proper order of my arguments 
and the connection between them, but merely try to quarrel with 
individual passages, will not get much benefit from the book.’ As for the 
method enabling us to distinguish between the things that we really 
perceive clearly and those that we merely think we perceive clearly, | 
believe, as I have already said, that | have been reasonably careful to 
supply such a method; but i have little confidence that those who spend 
so little effort on getting rid of their preconceived opinions that they 
complain that | have not dealt with them in a ‘simple and brief 
statement’! will arrive at a clear perception of it. 
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Objections raised against the Fifth Meditation 


i. Here, after quoting one or two of my comments, you say that this is 
‘ali I have to say’ about the topic under discussion.' This obliges me to 
point out that you have not paid sufficient attention to the way in which 
what I wrote all fits together. I think this interconnection is such that, for 
any given point, all the preceding remarks and most of those that follow 
contribute to the proof of what is asserted. Hence you cannot give a fair 
account of what I have to say on any topic unless you go into everything I 
wrote about all the other related issues. 

You say that you think it is ‘very hard’ to propose that there is anything 
immutable and eternal apart from God.* You would he right to think 
this if | was talking about existing things, or if | was proposing something 
as immutable in the sense that its immutability was independent of God. 
But just as the poets suppose that the Fates were originally established by 
Jupiter, but that after they were established he bound himself to abide by 
them, so I do not think that the essences of things, and the mathematical 
truths which we can know concerning them, are independent of God. 
Nevertheless I do think that they are immutable and eternal, since the 
will and decree of God willed and decreed that they should be so. 
Whether you think this is hard or easy to accept, it is enough for me that 
it is true. : 

The points you go on to make against the universals of the 
dialecticians’ do not touch me, since my understanding of universals is 
not the same as theirs. But as for the essences we know clearly and 
distinctly, such as the essence of a triangle or of any other geometrical 
figure, | can easily make you admit that the ideas of them which we have 
are not taken from particular instances. For you say here that they are 
false,* presumably because they do not accord with your previously held 
view of the nature of things. é 

You say later on that the ‘subject-matter of pure mathematics, includ- 
ing the point, the line, the surface, and the indivisible figures which are 
composed of these elements and yet remain indivisible, cannot exist in 
reality’.’ it follows from this that no triangle, and not one of the 
properties which are understood to belong to its essence or to that of any 
other geometrical figure, has ever existed, and hence that these essences 
have not been derived from any existing things. And yet you say, they are 
false. This is your view, and you presumably hold it because you suppose 
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the nature of things to be such that these essences do not accord with it. 
But unless you are maintaining that the whole of geometry is also false, 
you carinot deny that many truths can be demonstrated of these essences; 
and since they are always the same, it is right to call them immutable and 
eternal. The fact that they may not accord with your suppositions about 
the nature of things, or with the atomic conception of reality invented by 
Democritus and Epicurus, is merely an extraneous feature which changes 
nothing; in spite of this they undoubtedly conform to the true nature of 
things established by God. Not that there are in the world substances 
which have length but no breadth, or breadth but no depth; it is rather 
that the geometrical figures are considered not as substances but as 
boundaries within which a substance is contained. 

I do not, incidentally, concede that the ideas of these figures ever came 
into our mind via the senses,’ as everyone commonly believes. For 
although the world could undoubtedly contain figures such as those the 
geometers study, I nonetheless maintain that there are no such figures in 
our environment except perhaps ones so small that they cannot in any 
way impinge on our senses. Geometrical figures are composed for the 
most part of straight lines; yet no part of a line that was really straight 
could ever affect our senses, since when we examine through a magnify- 
ing glass those lines which appear most straight we find they are quite 
irregular and always form wavy curves. Hence, when in our childhood 
we first happened to see a triangular igure drawn on paper, it cannot 
have been this figure that showed us how we should conceive of the true 
triangle studied by geometers, since the true triangle is contained in the 
figure only in the way in which a statue of Mercury is contained in a 
rough block of wood. But since the idea of the true triangle was already 
in us, and could be conceived by our mind more easily than the more 
composite figure of the triangle drawn on paper, when we saw the 
composite figure we did not apprehend the figure we saw, but rather the 
true triangle. It is just the same as when we look at a piece of paper on 
which some lines have been drawn in ink to represent a man’s face: the 
idea that this produces in us is not so much the idea of these lines as the 
idea of a man. Yet this would certainly not happen unless the human face 
were already known to us from some other source, and we were more 
accustomed to think of the face than the lines drawn in ink; indeed, we 
are often unable to distinguish the lines from one another when they are 
moved a short distance away from us. Thus we could not recognize the 
geometrical triangle from the diagram on the paper unless our mind 
already possessed the idea of it from some other source. 

2. Here I do not see what sort of thing you want existence to be, nor 
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why it cannot be said to be a property just like omnipotence! — provided, 
of course, that we take the word ‘property’ to stand for any attribute, or 
for whatever can be predicated of a thing; and this is exactly how it 
should be taken in this context. Moreover, in the case of God necessary 
existence is in fact a property in the strictest sense of the term, since it 
applies to him alone and forms a part of his essence as it does of no other 
thing. Hence the existence of a triangle should not be compared with the 
existence of God, since the relation between existence and essence is 
manifestly quite different in the case of God from what it is in the case of 
the triangle. 

To list existence among the properties which belong to the nature of 
God is no more ‘begging the question”? than listing among the properties 
of a triangle the fact that its angles are equal to two right angles. 

Again, it is not true to say that in the case of God, just as in the case of 
a triangle, existence and essence can be thought of apart from one 
another;? for God is his own existence, but this is not true of the triangle. 
Ido not, however, deny that possible existence is a perfection in the idea 
of a triangle, just as necessary existence is a perfection in the idea of God; 
for this fact makes the idea of a triangle superior to the ideas of chimeras, 
which cannot possibly be supposed to have existence. Thus at no point 
have you weakened the force of my argument in the slightest, and you 
remain trapped by the sophism which you say | could have exposed so 
easily.* 

The next points you raise are ones which | have already adequately 
answered elsewhere. And you are quite mistaken when you say that the 
demonstration of God’s existence is not like the demonstration that the 
three angles of a triangle are equal to two right angles. The reasoning is 
the same in both cases, except that the demonstration which establishes 
God’s existence is much simpler and clearer than the corresponding 
demonstration about the triangle. I shall pass over your remaining points 
because, in saying that I explain nothing’ you yourself explain and 
prove nothing — except that you are incapable of proving anything. 

3. To set against the point you make here about Diagoras, Theodorus, 
Pythagoras and others,’ | cite the case of the sceptics who did have 
doubts about these very geometrical demonstrations. And I insist that 
they could not have done so had they known the true nature of God. 
Moreover one thing is not proved to be better known than another just 
because a greater number of people think it is true; what shows it to be 
better known is simply that those who know the true nature of both 
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things see that it is prior in the order of knowledge and more evident and 
more certain. 


Objections raised against the Sixth Meditation 


x. Thave already dealt with your denial of the statement that material 
things exist in so far as they are the subject-matter of pure mathematics.! 

It is false that our understanding of a chiliagon is confused; for many 
properties can be very clearly and very distinctly demonstrated of it, 
which could certainly not happen if we perceived it only in a confused 
manner, or — as you claim ~ only in a verbal way.? in fact we have a clear 
understanding of the whole figure, even though we cannot imagine it in 
its entirety all at once. And it is clear from this that the powers of 
understanding and imagining do not differ merely in degree but are two 
quite different kinds of mental operation. For in understanding the mind 
employs only itself, while in imagination it contemplates a corporeal 
form. And although geometrical figures are wholly corporeal, this does 
not entail that the ideas by means of which we understand them should 
be thought of as corporeal! (unless they fall under the imagination). 

Lastly you say that the ideas of God, an angel and the human mind are 
‘corporeal or quasi-corporeal, since they are derived from the human 
form and from other things which are very rarefied and simple and hard 
to perceive with the senses, such as air or ether’.> This is a thought 
which is worthy of you alone, O Flesh. For if anyone thus represents 
God, or the mind, to himself he is attempting to imagine something 
which is not imaginable, and all he will succeed in forming is a corporeal 
idea to which he falsely assigns the name ‘God? or ‘the mind’. A true idea 
of the mind contains only thought and its attributes, none of which is 
corporeal, 

2. Here you show quite clearly that you are relying entirely on a 
preconceived opinion which you have never got rid of. You maintain that 
we never suspect any falsity in situations where we have never detected it, 
and hence that when we look at a tower from nearby and touch it we are 
sure that it is square, if it appears square. You also maintain that when 
we are really awake, we cannot doubt whether we are awake or asleep, 
and so on.* But you have no reason to think that you have previously 
noticed all the circumstances in which error can occur; moreover, it is 
easy to prove that you are from time to time mistaken in matters which 
you accept as certain. But when you come round to saying that ‘at least 
we may not doubt that things appear as they do’,> you are back on the 
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right road: I made this very assertion in the Second Meditation. But the 
point at issue in the present context concerned the truth about the things 
located outside us, and you have not managed to say anything true about 
this. 

3. Ishall not stop to deal with your tedious and repetitious assertions 
here, c.g. that 1 did not prove various truths when in fact I demonstrated 
them,' or that I discussed only this solid body,? when in fact I dealt with 
every kind of body — even the most rarefied kind: What counter, other 
than a flat denial, should one offer to assertions of this kind, which are 
not supported by any argument? But I should like to know in passing 
what evidence you have to establish that 1 dealt with this solid body 
rather than rarefied ones. Was it that 1 said ‘l have a body which is 
joined to me’, and ‘it is certain that | am distinct from my body’?3 Ido not 
see why these words should not apply equally to a rarefied as to a solid 
body, and I do not think anyone but you will fail to see this. In any case, 
in the Second Meditation I did show that the mind can be understood as 
an existing substance even though we understand that nothing exists 
such as a wind or fire or vapour or breath or any other body, however 
thin and rarefied. But whether this substance was in actual fact distinct 
from any body whatsoever is something that I said 1 was not arguing 
about at that point; I discussed and demonstrated this claim in the Sixth 
Meditation. But you show that you have completely failed to understand 
any of this, since you confuse the question of what we may understand 
this substance to be with the question of what it really is. 

4. Here you ask how I think that I, an unextended subject, could 
receive the semblance or idea of a body that is extended.‘ I answer that 
the mind does not receive any corporeal semblance; the pure understand- 
ing both of corporeal and incorporeal things occurs without any 
corporeal semblance. In the case of imagination, however, which can 
have only corporeal things as its object, we do indeed require a 
semblance which is a real body: the mind applies itself to this semblance 
but does not receive it. 

Your point about the idea of the sun, which a man born blind derives 
merely from its heat,® is easily refuted. The blind man can have a clear 
and distinct idea of the sun as a thing that gives heat, even though he does 
not have an idea of it as a thing that gives light. Your comparison 


r Above p. 232. 2 Above p. 233. 3 Above p. 54; cf. p.232. 4 Above p. 234. 

5 Descartes rejects the scholastic theory that sense-perception involves the transmission 
from object to observer of a ‘form’ or ‘semblance’ (Lat. species) of the object. He does, 
however, maintain that imagination and sense-perception involve the mind’s ‘applying 
itself to’ or ‘contemplating’ corporeal images in the brain. See above Med. v1, p. 51. 
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between me and the blind man is incorrect. First, our knowledge of a 
thinking thing is much more extensive than the blind man’s knowledge of 
a ‘heating thing’ — indeed it is much more extensive than our knowledge 
of anything else, as | showed in the appropriate place. Secondly, the only 
people who can prove that the idea of the sun formed by the blind man 
does not contain everything that can be perceived of the sun are those 
who are endowed with sight and detect in addition its light and shape. 
You, by contrast, so far from knowing more of the mind than I do, are 
not even aware of the one thing that I do know; so in this respect you are 
more like the blind man, whereas I, and ail the rest of the human race, 
can at least be said to have one good eye. 

When I added that the mind is not extended, I did not intend to explain 
what the mind is, but merely to point out that those who think it is 
extended are in error. In the same way, if anyone asserted that Bucepha- 
lus was Music,' there would be every point in someone else saying that 
this was false. You go on to try to prove that the mind is extended on the 
grounds that it makes use of a body that is extended;? but here your 
argument seems no better than if you were to infer that Bucephalus is 
Music on the grounds that he neighs and whinnies, thus producing 
sounds which have some relation to music. Even though the mind is 
united to the whole body, it does not follow that it is extended 
throughout the body, since it is not in its nature to be extended, but only 
to think. Nor does it understand extension by means of an extended 
semblance which is present within it (although it does imagine extension 
by turning to a corporeal semblance which is extended, as 1 have 
explained). Finally, it is not necessary for the mind itself to be a body, 
although it has the power of moving the body. 

5. Your comments on the union of the mind with the body? are similar 
to what you have said earlier. At no point do you produce objections to 
my arguments; you merely put forward doubts that you think follow 
from my conclusions, though in fact they merely arise from your desire to 
call in the imagination to examine matters which are not within its 
proper province. Thus when you try to compare the intermingling of 
mind and body with the intermingling of two bodies,’ it is enough for me 
to reply that we should not set up any comparison between such things, 
because they are quite different in kind; and we should not imagine that 
the mind has parts on the grounds that it has an understanding of parts in 
the body. How do you arrive at the conclusion that everything the mind 
understands must be in the mind? If this were so, then, since the mind has 
an understanding of the magnitude of the terrestrial globe, it would 
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surely have to possess this magnitude within itself, and hence not just be 
extended but have a greater extension than the earth. 

6. Here! you do not contradict me on any point, although you still 
have a great deal to say. And this allows the reader to realize that he 
should not judge how many arguments you have from the number of 
words you produce. 


In this long discussion between Mind and Flesh, Mind has disagreed 
with Flesh on many points, as was only to be expected. But now, as I 
come to an end, I recognize the true Gassendi, admire him as an 
outstanding philosopher, and embrace him as a man of intellectual 
honesty and moral integrity whose friendship | shall always try to deserve 
by any acts of kindness I can perform. I therefore beg him not to take it 
hard that I have used a philosopher’s licence in refuting his objections, 
since everything he has had to say has given me great satisfaction, I have, 
amongst other things, been delighted that such a celebrated writer has, in 
the whole course of his long and careful essay, not managed to produce a 
single reasoned objection to my arguments, or even my conclusions, 
which I have not been able to answer with great case. 
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Appendix to the Fifth Set of Objections and Replies 


AUTHOR’S NOTE CONCERNING THE FIFTH SET OF OBJECTIONS! 


Before the publication of the first edition of these Meditations, | wanted 
them to be examined not only by the Doctors of the Sorbonne, but also 
by all other learned men who would take the trouble to scrutinize them. 
My aim was to have their objections and my replies published as a 
continuation of the Meditations, following the order in which they had 
been produced, and 1 hoped that this would serve to make the truth 
more evident. The Fifth Set of Objections which were sent to me did 
not seem to me to be the most important, and they were extremely long; 
but nonetheless I agreed to have them published in their appropriate 
place out of courtesy to their author. I even allowed him to see the 
proofs, to prevent anything being printed of which he did not approve. 
But since that time he has produced a large volume containing his 
original objections together with several new ‘counter-objections’ or 
answers to my replies. In this book he complains of my publishing his 
objections, as if | had done so against his will, and says that he sent them 
to me only for my private instruction. Because of this, | am quite happy 
to oblige him now by removing his objections from the present volume, 
and this is why, when I learnt that M. Clerselier was taking the trouble to 
translate the other sets of objections, | asked him to omit the fifth set? 


1 This item (Avertissement de Pauteur touchant les cinquiémes objections) and the 
following item, the letter to Clerselier of 12 January 1646, both appeared in che first 
French edition of the Meditations, Objections and Replies, published in 1647. 

After reading Descartes’ Replies to his Objections, Gassendi had gone on to compose a 
further set of criticisms which were published in a volume entitled Disquisitio Meta- 
physica sive Dubitationes et Instantiae (Metaphysical Enquiry: Doubts and Counter- 
Objections, Amsterdam, 1644). The Doubts were Gassendi’s original objections of 
1641; the Counter-Objections were his new criticisms. In his ‘Author’s Note’, Descartes 
explains his reaction to these developments; in the letter to Clerselier he replies in more 
detail to some of Gassendi's Counter-Objections. 

Marginal references for both items are to the French text in AT EX, part 1. 

2 In fact Clerselier did not abide by Descartes’ request. In his French version of 1647, 
although he printed this ‘Author’s Note’ (and the letter which follows) immediately after 
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But to prevent the reader having any cause to regret their omission, I 
should make it clear here that I have recently re-read these objections 
together with the new counter-arguments in the lengthy volume which 
contains them, with the purpose of extracting all the points i judged to 
require an answer. But ] have not been able to discover a single objection 
which those who have some slight understanding of my Meditations will 
not, in my view, be able to answer quite easily without any help from me. 
As for those who judge a book by the size of the volume or by its title, 1 
have no desire to cultivate their approval. 


LETTER FROM M, DESCARTES TO M. CLERSELIER SERVING AS 
A REPLY TO A SELECTION OF THE PRINCIPAL COUNTER- 
OBJECTIONS PRODUCED BY M. GASSENDI AGAINST THE 

PRECEDING REPLIES 
Sir, 

When you saw that I had failed to reply to the large volume of 
counter-objections which the author of the Fifth Objections produced in 
answer to my replies, you were kind enough to ask some of your friends 
to collect together the strongest arguments from the volume. | am greatly 
indebted to you for doing this and for sending me the selection which 
they produced. You have here shown that you are more concerned for 
my reputation than | am myself; for I assure you that it is a matter of 
indifference to me whether i am respected or despised by people who are 
capable of being convinced by arguments of the sort which this book 
contains. The most intelligent of my friends who have read the book have 
assured me that they have found nothing in it to arrest their attention, 
and they are the only readers whom I desire to please. | know that most 
people take more notice of appearances than of truth, and that their 
judgements are more often incorrect than correct, And this is why I do 
not think their approval is worth my bothering to take all the steps that 
might help to secure it. But nonetheless I am very grateful for the 
selection of arguments which you have sent me, and I feel myself obliged 
to reply to them more in recognition of the work your friends have put in 
than through any need to defend myself. For I think that those who have 
taken the trouble to make the selection must now judge, as I do, that all 
the objections which the book in question contains are based simply ona 
misunderstanding of certain terms or else on various suppositions that 
are false. But although all the points which they have noted are of this 


the Fourth Replies, he also included the Fifth Objections and Replies, though he 
relegated them to the end of the volume. 
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sort, they have in fact been so diligent as to add a number of observations 
which I have no recollection of having read in the book itself.! 

They note three criticisms made against the First Meditation: (x) that I 
am asking for something impossible in wanting us to give up every kind 
of preconceived opinion; (2) that in thinking we have given up our 
preconceived opinions we are in fact adopting other even more harmful 
preconceptions; and (3) that the method of universal doubt which I have 
proposed cannot help us to discover any truths at all. 

The first of these objections is based on the fact that the author of this 
book has not realized that the term ‘preconceived opinion’ applies not to 
all the notions which are in our mind (which | admit it is impossible for 
us to get rid of) but only to all the opinions which we have continued to 
accept as a result of previous judgements that we have made. And since 
making or not making a judgement is an act of will (as I have explained 
in the appropriate place’) it is evident that it is something in our power. 
For, after all, in order to get rid of every kind of preconceived opinion, all 
we need to do is resolve not to affirm or deny anything which we have 
previously affirmed or denied until we have examined it afresh. But this 
does not entail that we cease to retain all the same notions in our 
memory. Nevertheless, [ did say that there was some difficulty in 
expelling from our belief everything we have previously accepted. One 
reason for this is that before we can decide to doubt, we need some 
reason for doubting; and that is why in my First Meditation | put 
forward the principal reasons for doubt. Another reason is that no matter 
how much we have resolved not to assert or deny anything, we easily 
forget our resolution afterwards if we have not strongly impressed it on 
our memory; and this is why I suggested that we should think about it 
very carefully. 

The second objection involves a supposition which is manifestly false. 
For although | said that we should go se far as to force ourselves to deny 
the things which we had previously affirmed with too much confidence, ! 
expressly stipulated that we should do so only during the period when 
our attention was occupied in looking for something more certain than 
whatever might be denied in this way. And it is evident that during this 
period one could not possibly adopt any preconceptions that might be 
harmful. 

The third objection is mere carping. Although it is true that doubt does 
not on its own suffice to establish any truth, it is still useful to prepare the 
mind in order to establish the truth at a later date; and this was my sole 
aim in employing it. 


a See below, pp. 274f. 2 Med. iv, above pp. 39ff. 
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Your friends note six objections against the Second Meditation, The 
first is this. The author of the Counter-Objections claims that when I say 
‘lam thinking, therefore | exist’ I presuppose the major premiss 
“Whatever thinks exists’, and hence I have already adopted a precon- 
ceived opinion. Here he once more misuses the term “preconceived 
opinion’. For although we can apply the term to the proposition in 
question when it is put forward without attention and believed to be true 
only because we remember that we judged it to be true previously, we 
cannot say that it is always a preconceived opinion. For when we 
examine it, it appears so evident to the understanding that we cannot but 
believe it, even though this may be the first time in our life that we have 
thought of it — in which case we would have no preconceived opinion 
about it. But the most important mistake our critic makes here is the 
supposition that knowledge of particular propositions must always be 
deduced from universal ones, following the same order as that of a 
syllogism in Dialectic.! Here he shows how little he knows of the way in 
which we should search for the truth. It is certain that if we are to 
discover the truth we must always begin with particular notions in order 
to arrive at general ones later on (though we may also reverse the order 
and deduce other particular truths once we have discovered general 
ones). Thus when we teach a child the elements of geometry we will not 
be able to get him to understand the general proposition ‘When equal 
quantities are taken from equal amounts the remaining amounts will be 
equal’, or “The whole is greater than its parts’? unless we show him 
examples in particular cases. It is by failing to take heed of this that our 
author has gone astray and produced all the invalid arguments with 
which he has stuffed his book. He has simply made up false major 
premisses whenever the mood takes him, as though I had used them to 
deduce the truths which I expounded. 

The second objection which your friends note is that in order to know 
that [ am thinking | must know what thought is; and yet, they say, Ido 
not know this at all, since | have denied everything. But I have denied 
only preconceived opinions — not notions like these, which are known 
without any affirmation or denial. 

The third objection is that thought cannot exist without an object, e.g. 
the body. Here we must avoid the ambiguity in the word ‘thought’, 
which can be taken to apply both to the thing which thinks and also to 
the activity performed by that thing. Now I deny that the thing which 


1 By ‘Dialectic’ Descartes means scholastic logic. 
2 These are two of the ‘Axioms’ which appear at the start of Euclid’s Elements of 
Geometry. 
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thinks needs any object apart from itself in order to exercise its activity 
(though it may also extend the scope of this activity to material things 
when it examines them). 

The fourth objection is that even though I have a thought of myself, 
do not know if this thought is a corporeal action, or a self-moving atom, 
rather than an immaterial substance. Here the ambiguity in the word 
‘thought’ is repeated, and apart from this | can see only a question 
without any basis to it, rather like the following: “You judge that you are 
a man because you perceive in yourself all the things which lead you to 
give the name “‘men” to those who possess them; but how do you know 
that you are not an elephant rather than a man, for various other reasons 
which you do not perceive?’ Similarly, after the substance which thinks 
has judged that it is intellectual, because it has noticed in itself all 
the properties of intellectual substances, and has not been able to 
detect any properties belonging to a body, the objector still continues 
to ask how it knows that it is not a body rather than an immaterial 
substance. 

The fifth and sixth objections are similar to this, The fifth is that even if 
I find no extension in my thought, it does not follow that my thought is 
not extended, because my thought is not the standard which determines 
the truth of things. The sixth is that although my thought finds a 
distinction between thought and body, it is possible that this distinction 
may be false. Now we must be particularly careful to notice the 
ambiguity in the phrase ‘my thought is not the standard which deter- 
mines the truth of things’. If the claim is that my thought must not be the 
standard for others, obliging them to believe something just because | 
think it is true, then I entirely agree. But this is quite irrelevant in the 
present context, since I never wanted to force anyone to follow my 
authority. On the contrary, 1 pointed out in several places that one 
should allow oneself to be convinced only by quite evident reasoning. 
Again, if we take the word ‘thought’ to apply indifferently to any kind of 
operation of the soul, it is certain that we can have many thoughts which 
do not provide any basis for inferring the truth about things which are 
outside us. But this is irrelevant in the present context, where we are 
dealing only with the thoughts that are clear and distinct perceptions and 
the judgements which each of us must make within himself as a result of 
these perceptions. This is why 1 say that, in the sense in which the phrase 
should be understood here, the thought of each person — ie. the 
perception or knowledge which he has of something — should be for him 
the ‘standard which derermines the truth of the thing’; in other words, all 
the judgements he makes about this thing must conform to his perception 
if they are to be correct. Even with respect to the truths of faith, we 
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should perceive some reason which convinces us that they have been 
revealed by God, before deciding to believe them. Although ignorant 
people would do well to follow the judgement of the more competent on 
matters which are difficult to know, it is still necessary that it be their 
own perception which tells them they are ignorant; they must also 
perceive that those whose judgement they want to follow are not as 
ignorant as they are, or else they would be wrong to follow them and 
would be behaving more like automatons or beasts than men. Thus the 
most absurd and grotesque mistake that a philosopher can make is to 
want to make judgements which do not correspond to his perception of 
things. Yet I fail to see how our author could be cleared of having 
committed this blunder in most of his objections. For he is not prepared 
to allow each person to abide by his own perception, but claims that we 
should give more credence to the opinions or fantasies which he pleases 
to set before us, despite our complete lack of any proper perception of 
them. 

Your friends have noted four objections against the Third Meditation: 
(x) that not everyone is aware of the idea of God within himself; (2) that 
if | did have this idea, I should grasp it; (3) that several people have read 
my arguments without being convinced by them; and (4) that from the 
fact that I know myself to be imperfect it does not follow that God exists. 
But if we take the word ‘idea’ in the way in which I quite explicitly stated 
{ was taking it, and do not take refuge in ambiguity, like those who 
restrict this term to the images of material things formed in the 
imagination, then we will be unable to deny that we have some idea of 
God. The only way of denying this would be to say that we do not 
understand the meaning of the phrase ‘the most perfect thing which we 
can conceive of’; for this is what everyone calls God. It is indeed going to 
extraordinary lengths in the desire to raise objections to say that one does 
not understand the meaning of one of the most ordinary phrases in 
common use. Besides, if someone says of himself that he does not have 
any idea of God, in the sense in which | take the term ‘idea’, he is making 
the most impious confession he could make. He is saying not only that he 
does not know God by natural reason, but also that neither faith nor any 
other means could give him any knowledge of God. For if one has no 
idea, i.e, no perception which corresponds to the meaning of the word 
‘God’, it is no use saying that one believes that God exists. One might as 
well say that one believes that zothing exists, thus remaining in the abyss 
of impiety and the depths of ignorance. 

The next point, namely that if I did have this idea | would grasp it, has 
no basis. Since the word ‘grasp’ implies some limitation, a finite mind 
cannot grasp God, who is infinite. But chat does not prevent him having a 
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perception of God, just as one can touch a mountain without being able 
to put one’s arms round it. 

The point about my arguments, namely that several people have read 
them without being convinced by them, can easily be rebutted, since 
there are others who have understood them and found them acceptable. 
If one single person honestly says that he has seen or understood 
something, we should believe him in preference to a thousand others who 
deny what he says simply because they have not been able to see or 
understand it. Similarly, in the case of the discovery of the antipodes, the 
report of a few sailors who had circumnavigated the carth was believed 
in preference to the views of those thousands of philosophers who did 
not believe the earth was round. In this connection my critics cite the 
Elements of Euclid, claiming they are easy for everyone to understand; 
but I beg them to consider that among those regarded as the most learned 
exponents of scholastic philosophy there is not one in a hundred who 
understands them, and there is not one in ten thousand who understands 
all the demonstrations of Apollonius or Archimedes, although these 
demonstrations are as evident and certain as those of Euclid. 

Lastly, when they say that, from the fact that I recognize some 
imperfection in myself, it does not follow that God exists, they do not 
prove anything. For | did not deduce the existence of God directly from 
this premiss alone, but added further considerations. Here they merely 
remind me of the ploy of the author of the Counter-Objections who has 
the habit of truncating my arguments, and reporting only parts of them, 
in order to make them seem imperfect. 

All the points my critics note concerning the other three Meditations 
are ones which, so far as I can see, I have fully answered elsewhere. This 
applies to the following objections which they make: (1) that | was guilty 
of circularity in proving the existence of God by means of certain no- 
tions which are in us, yet saying afterwards that one cannot be certain of 
anything without prior knowledge that God exists; (2) that the know- 
ledge of God’s existence does not in any way help us to acquire 
knowledge of the truths of mathematics; and (3) that God may be a 
deceiver. On this topic see my reply to the Second Set of Objections, 
points labelled Thirdly and Fourthly, and the end of the second part of 
the Fourth Replies. 

But at the end my critics add a thought which, as far as | know, the 
author of the Counter-Objections has not included in his book, although 
it is very similar to his objections. They say that many people of great 
intelligence think they clearly see that mathematical extension, which | 
lay down as the fundamental principle of my physics, is nothing other 


1 See above pp. 100, 103-5, 171. 
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than my thought, and hence that it does not and cannot have any 
subsistence outside my mind, being merely an abstraction which } form 
from physical bodies. And they conclude that the whole of my physics 
“must be imaginary and fictitious, as indeed the whole of pure mathema- 
tics is, whereas real physics dealing with the things created by God 
requires the kind of matter that is real, solid and not imaginary’. Here is 
the objection of objections and the epitome of the entire doctrine held by 
those ‘people of great intelligence’ who are cited here. All the things that 
we can understand and conceive are, on their account, only imaginings 
and fictions of our mind which cannot have any subsistence. And it 
follows from this that nothing that we can in any way understand, 
conceive, or imagine should be accepted as true; in other words we must 
entirely close the door to reason and content ourselves with being 
monkeys or parrots rather than men, if we are to deserve a place among 
these great minds. For if the things we can conceive must be regarded as 
false merely because we can conceive them, all that is left is for us to be 
obliged to accept as true only things which we do not conceive. We shall 
have to construct our doctrines out of these things, imitating others 
without knowing why, like monkeys, and uttering words whose sense we 
do not in any way understand, like parrots. But at least I can console 
myself with the thought that my critics here link my physics with pure 
mathematics, which I desire above all that it should resemble. : 
‘There are two further questions which they add at the end: how can 
the soul move the body if it is in no way material, and how can it receive 
the forms' of corporeal objects? These questions simply give me the 
opportunity to point out that the author of the Counter-Objections was 
being quite unfair when, under the pretext of objecting to my views, he 
put to me large numbers of such questions which do not require to be 
answered in order to prove what I asserted in my writings. The most 
ignorant people could, in a quarter of an hour, raise more questions of 
this kind than the wisest men could deal with in a lifetime; and this is 
why I have not bothered to answer any of them. These questions 
presuppose amongst other things an explanation of the union between 
the soul and the body, which I have not yet dealt with at all. But I will 
say, for your benefit at least, that the whole problem contained in such 
questions arises simply from a supposition that is false and cannot in 
any way be proved, namely that, if the soul and the body are two sub- 
stances whose nature is different, this prevents them from being able 
to act on each other. And yet, those who admit the existence of real 
accidents like heat, weight and so on, have no doubt that these accidents 
can act on the body; but there is much more of a difference between 
1 French espéces: see note on species above p. 174. 
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them and it, i.e. between accidents and a substance, than there is between 
two substances. 

For the rest, since | have my pen in my hand, I will go on to point out 
two ambiguities which I have found in this book of Counter-Objections, 
because they are the kinds of ambiguity which, in my view, could most 
easily trap the less attentive reader. My aim in dealing with them is to 
show you that if | had found any other point that I believed to deserve an 
answer, I would not have neglected to deal with it. 

The first ambiguity is on page 63,' and arises as follows. | said in one 
place that while the soul is in doubt about the existence of all material 
things, it knows itself praecise tantum —‘in the strict sense only’? — as an 
immaterial substance; and seven or eight lines further down I showed 
that by the words ‘in the strict sense only’ | do not at all mean an entire 
exclusion or negation, but only an abstraction from material things; for | 
said that in spite of this we are not sure that there is nothing corporeal in 
the soul, even though we do not recognize anything corporeal in it. Here 
my critic is so unfair to me as to try to persuade the reader that when I 
used the phrase ‘in the strict sense only’ | meant to exclude the body, and 
that I thus contradicted myself afterwards when I said that | did not mean 
to exclude it. He subsequently accuses me of committing a logical 
blunder in assuming something in the Sixth Meditation which | had not 
previously proved. But I will offer no. reply to this, since it is easy to 
recognize the falsity of this accusation, which occurs all too often 
throughout his book. This sort of thing could make me suspect that the 
author was not acting in good faith did I not know his nature and believe 
that he was in fact the first to be trapped by such a false supposition. 

The other ambiguity is on page 84,° where he wants distinguishing and 


oi 


A reference to Gassendi’s Counter-Objections. The relevant passage is quoted in AT [Xa 
2Eg-I5: 

After saying ‘Therefore | am in the strict sense only a thing that thinks’, you then say that 
you ‘do net know, and are not here disputing whether you are that structure of limbs 
which is called the human body, or some thin vapour which permeates the limbs — a fire, 
air, breath’, etc. But two things follow from this. First, when we come to your proof in 
the Sixth Meditation you will be convicted of never having proved that you are not a 
structure of limbs or a thin vapour, etc. For you cannot assume this as something proved 
or conceded. Secondly, your conclusion “Therefore | am in the strict sense only a thing 
which thinks’ is unjustifiable. What does the term ‘only’ mean? Does it not have a 
restrictive force, limiting you only to a thing that thinks and exciuding other things such 
as a structure of limbs, a thin vapour, etc? 


See also Gassendi’s original objection {above p. 185) and Descartes’ reply (p. 247). 
2 Med. 11, above p. 18. 
The relevant passage from the Counter-Odjections is quoted in AT IXa, 216: 


You say that you did not abstract the concept of the wax from che concept of its 
accidents ... But are not these your very words: ‘I distinguish he wax from its outward 
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abstracting to be the same thing. But there is a great difference between 
the two. In distinguishing a substance from its accidents we must 
consider both the one and the other, and this is very useful in helping us 
to gain knowledge of a substance. But if we merely separate the substance 
rom its accidents by abstraction, i.e. consider it all on its own without 
thinking of the accidents, this prevents our being able to gain sound 
nowledge of it, because it is by means of the accidents that the nature of 
the substance is revealed. 

These, Sir, are all the points I thought I should make in replying to this 
arge volume of Counter-Objections. For although 1 might perhaps 
please the author’s friends more if I were to reply to all his counter- 
objections one after the other, I do not think I would give my own 
friends equal satisfaction; for they would then have cause to blame me 
‘or having spent time on such a needless enterprise, and for devoting my 
eisure to the service of those who might want to waste theirs by putting 
pointless questions to me. But I thank you for the trouble you have taken. 
And so I take my leave. 


forms — take the clothes off, as it were, and consider it naked’? What else is it to abstract 
the concept of one thing from the concept of another but to consider it apart from its 
accidents? ... You say that you wanted to show ‘how the substance of the wax is 
revealed by means of its accidents’. . . But how did you reveal the wax if not by looking 
first at its accidents or clothes, as it were, and then taking them off and considering the 
wax in its nakedness? 


See also Gassendi’s original objection (above pp. 189f) and Descartes’ reply (above p. 
248). 
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After a very careful reading of your Meditations and of your replies to the 
objections so far raised, we find there are still some difficulties remaining, 
which it is only fair to ask you to remove. 

The first point is that from the fact that we are thinking it does not 
seem to be entirely certain that we exist For in order to be certain that 
you are thinking you must know what thought or thinking is, and what 
your existence is; but since you do not yet know what these things are, 
how can you know that you are thinking or that you exist? Thus neither 
when you say ‘Iam thinking’ nor when you add ‘therefore, | exist’ do you 
really know what you are saying. Indeed, you do not even know that you 
are saying or thinking anything, since this seems to require that you 
should know that you know what you are saying; and this in tum 
requires that you be aware of knowing that you know what you are 
saying, and so on ad infinitum. Hence it is clear that you cannot know 
whether you exist or even whether you are thinking. 

To come to the second difficulty, when you say you are thinking and 
that you exist, someone might maintain that you are mistaken, and are 
not thinking but are merely in motion, and that you are nothing else but 
corporeal motion. For no one has yet been able to grasp that demonstra- 
tion of yours by which you think you have proved that what you call 
thought cannot be a kind of corporeal motion. Have you used your 
method of analysis to separate off all the motions of that rarefied matter 
of yours? Is this what makes you so certain? And can you therefore show 
us (for we will give our closest attention and our powers of perception 
are, we think, reasonably keen) that it is self-contradictory that our 
thoughts should be reducible to these corporeal motions? 

The third difficulty is very like the second. Several of the Church 
Fathers believed, along with the Platonists, that angels are corporeal, 
which led the Lateran Council to decide that they can be depicted; the 
Fathers took exactly the same view of the rational soul, some of them 
maintaining that it was passed on in procreation. But in spite of this, they 
still maintained that angels think, and that the soul thinks. They appear 

1 Compiled by Mersenne; see above pp. 63f. 2 Cf. Med. 11, above pp. réf. 
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to have believed that this could occur by means of corporeal motions, or 
even that angels were themselves corporeal motions; at any rate they 
drew no distinction between thought and such motions. This view can be 
confirmed by reference to the thoughts of apes, dogs and other animals. 
For dogs bark in their sleep as if they were chasing hares or robbers, and 
when they are awake they know that they are running, just as in their 
dreams they know that they are barking; yer, like you, we do not 
recognize any element in them which is distinct from their bodies. If you 
say that a dog does not know that it is running or thinking, then this is an 
assertion that cannot be proved; the dog might well make a similar 
judgement about us, and suppose that when we are running or thinking, 
we do not know that we are running or thinking. You do not see the 
dog’s internal mode of operation any more than he sees yours; and there 
are plenty of distinguished men, both now and in the past, who have been 
prepared to allow that the beasts have reason. So far are we from 
accepting that all their operations can be satisfactorily explained by 
means of mechanics, without invoking any sensation, life or soul, that we 
are willing to wager anything you like that this is an impossible and 
ridiculous claim. Finally, there are plenty of people who will say that man 
himself lacks sensation and intellect, and can do everything by means of 
mechanical structures, without any mind, given that apes, dogs and 
elephants can perform all their operations by mechanical means. For if 
the limited reasoning power to be found in animals differs from human 
reason, the difference is merely one of degree and does not imply any 
essential difference. 

The fourth difficulty concerns the kind of knowledge possessed by an 
atheist.! When the atheist asserts ‘If equals are taken from equals the 
remainders will be equal’ or ‘The three angles of a rectilinear triangle are 
equal to two right angles’ and numerous similar propositions, he 
maintains his knowledge is very certain and indeed.— on your own 
criterion — utterly evident. For he cannot think of these propositions 
without believing them to be wholly certain. He maintains that this is so 
true that even if God does not exist and is not even possible (as he 
believes), he is just as certain of these truths as if God really existed. 
Moreover he maintains that no reason for doubt can be presented to him 
which could shake him in the slightest or make him at all uncertain. 
What reason can you produce? That God, if he exists, may deceive him? 
The atheist will reply that he cannot be deceived about these truths even 
by a God who exercises all his omnipotence to this end. 

The fifth difficulty arises from this point, and it is based on your 
uncompromising assertion that no deception is to be found in God. Now 

1 Cf. Second Replies, above p. 101. 
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very many theologians believe that the damned, both angels and men, are 
continually deceived by the idea of a tormenting fire which God has 
implanted in them; thus they most firmly believe, and think they see and 
perceive very clearly, that they are really being tormented by the fire, even 
though there is no such fire. May not God, then, deceive us with similar 
ideas, and continually delude us by sending such semblances or ideas into 
our souls? Thus we might think we clearly saw, and perceived with each 
of our senses, things which in fact have no existence outside us: there 
might be no heaven or earth, and we might have no arms or feet or eyes 
etc. God can do this without any wrong or injustice, since he is the 
supreme Lord of all things and has the absolute power to deal with his 
creatures as he wishes, especially when his actions may serve to humble 
the pride of men and punish them for their sins, either because of original 
sin or because of other causes which are hidden from us. All this seems to 
be confirmed by those passages in Scripture which establish that we can 
know nothing. Paul, for example, says in 1 Corinthians, Chapter 8, verse 
2: ‘if any man think that he knoweth anything, he knoweth nothing yet 
as he ought to know.’ Again, in Ecclesiastes, Chapter 8, verse 17 we find: 
‘Then I understood that of all the works of God a man can find no 
reason for those that are done under the sun; and the more he labours to 
seek it, the less shall he find it; nay, though a wise man say that he know- 
eth it, yet shall he be unable to find it out.’ The whole book makes it 
clear that the ‘wise man’ says what he does because of carefully considered 
reasons, not hastily or thoughtlessly; this is exceptionally clear when the 
issue of the mind, which you maintain is immortal, is discussed. For 
Chapter 3, verse 19 says that the death of man ‘is as the death of beasts’. 
In case you should reply that this refers only to the body, the preacher 
adds that ‘a man hath no pre-eminence above a beast’. And speaking 
explicitly of the spirit of man he says that there is no one who knows 
‘whether it goeth upward’ (ic. whether it is immortal), or whether, with 
the spirits of the beasts, ir ‘goeth downward’ (i.e. perishes). You cannot 
claim that these are words put into the mouth of an unbeliever; if so, the 
writer would have had to have drawn our attention to this and refuted 
these assertions. Nor can you claim that you do not have to reply to these 
points because Scripture is the province of the theologians. For since you 
are a Christian, it behoves you to be ready to reply to every objection that 
can be raised against the faith and deal with it to the best of your powers 
— especially when it goes against a position you wish to establish. 

The sixth difficulty arises in connection with the indifference that 
belongs to our judgement, or liberty. This indifference, you claim, does 
not belong to the perfection of the will but has to do merely with its im- 
perfection; thus, according to you, indifference is removed whenever the 
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mind clearly perceives what it should believe or do or refrain from 
doing.’ But do you not see that by adopting this position you are 
destroying God’s freedom, since you are removing from his will the 
indifference as to whether he shall create this world rather than another 
world or no world at all? Yet it is an article of faith that God was from 
eternity indifferent as to whether he should create one world, or 
innumerable worlds, or none at all. But who doubts that God has always 
perceived with the clearest vision what he should do or refrain from 
doing? Thus, a very clear vision and perception of things does not remove 
indifference of choice; and if indifference cannot be a proper part of 
human freedom, neither will ic find a place in divine freedom, since the 
essences of things are, like numbers, indivisible and immutable. There- 
fore indifference is involved in God’s freedom of choice no less than it is 
in the case of human freedom of choice. 

The seventh difficulty concerns the surface in which, or by means of 
which, you say all our sensations occur.? We do not understand how it 
can be that it is neither a part of the bodies which are perceived by the 
senses, nor a part of the air and its vapours; for you say it is no part of 
these things, not even the outermost layer. Nor do we grasp your 
assertion that there are no real accidents belonging to any body or 
substance — accidents which could by divine power exist apart from any 
subject, and which do really exist in the sacrament of the altar. However, 
there is no reason for our professors to be upset by your assertion until 
they see whether you propose to demonstrate it in the treatise on physics 
which you promise us; for they can hardly believe that this will provide 
us with such a clear account of the matter as to enable or require your 
view to be accepted in preference to the traditional view. 

The eighth difficulty arises out of your reply to the Fifth Set of 
Objections. How can the truths of geometry or metaphysics, such as 
those you refer to, be immutable and eternal and yet not be independent 
of God?? What sort of causal dependence on God do they have? Could 
he have brought it about that there has never been any such thing as the 
nature of a triangle? And how, may we ask, could he have made it untrue 
from eternity that twice four makes cight, or that a triangle has three 
angles? Either these truths depend solely on the intellect that is thinking 
of them, or on existing things, or else they are independent, since it seems 
that God could not have brought it about that any of these essences or 
truths were not as they were from all eternity. 

Our ninth and most worrying difficulty is your assertion that we ought 
to mistrust the operations of the senses and that the reliability of the 
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intellect is much greater than that of the senses.' But how can the intellect 
enjoy any certainty unless it has previously derived it from the senses 
when they are working as they should? How can it correct a mistake 
made by one of the senses unless some other sense first corrects the 
mistake? Owing to refraction, a stick which is in fact straight appears 
bent in water. What corrects the error? The intellect? Not at all; it is the 
sense of touch. And the same sort of thing must be taken to occur in other 
cases. Hence if you have recourse to all your senses when they are in good 
working order, and they all give the same report, you will achieve the 
greatest certainty of which man is naturally capable. But you will often 
fail to achieve it if you trust the operations of the mind; for the mind 
often goes astray in just those areas where it had previously supposed 
doubt to be impossible. 

These are the main questions that give us pause. After dealing with 
them, we ask you to provide in addition a reliable rule and some firm 
criteria which will make us utterly sure of the following point: when we 
understand something entirely apart from some other thing, in the way 
you describe, is it indeed certain that the one is so distinct from the other 
that they could subsist apart — at least through the power of God?* That 
is, how can we know for sure, clearly and distinctly, that when our in- 
tellect makes this distinction, the distinction does not arise solely from the 
intellect but arises from the nature of the things themselves? For when we 
contemplate the immensity of God while not thinking of his justice, or 
when we contemplate his existence when not thinking of the Son or the 
Holy Spirit, do we not have a complete perception of that existence, or of 
God as existing, entirely apart from the other Persons of the Trinity? So 
could not an unbeliever deny that these Persons belong to God on the 
same reasoning that leads you to deny that the mind or thought belongs 
to the body? If anyone concludes that the Son and the Holy Spirit are 
essentially distinct from God the Father or that they can be separated 
from him, this will be an unsound inference; and in the same way, no one 
will grant you that thought, or the human mind, is distinct from the 
body, despite the fact that you conceive one apart from the other and deny 
the one of the other, and despite your belief that this does not come about 
simply through an abstraction of your mind. If you can give a satisfactory 
answer to these points, then, so far as we can see, nothing at all remains 
that can displease our theologians. 


Appendix 
There now follow a number of points suggested by other critics. These 
are included to give you the opportunity to reply to them in conjunction 
1 See above, Med. 1, p. 17; Med. 11, pp. 20f; Med. vi, p.57. 2 Cf. Med. vi, above p. 54. 
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with the preceding objections, since they belong to the same argument. 
Some of your most learned and acute critics have asked for clarification 
on the following three points: 
(2) How do I know for certain that I have a clear idea of my soul? 
(2) How do | know for certain that this idea is wholly different from 
any other thing? 
(3) How do I know for certain that this idea contains nothing of a 
corporeal nature? 
The following argument has been put forward by another group of 
critics. 


¥ROM A GROUP OF PHILOSOPHERS AND GEOMETERS TO 
M. DESCARTES 


However much we ponder on the question of whether the idea of our 
mind (or a human mind), i.e. our knowledge and perception of it, 
contains anything corporeal, we cannot go so far as to assert that what 
we cal] thought cannot in any way belong to a body subject to some sort 
of motion. For since we see that there are some bodies that do not think, 
and others, namely human bodies and perhaps those of the brutes, which 
do think, will not you yourself convict us of sophistry and of making rash 
judgements if we infer from this that there are no bodies that think? We 
can hardly doubt that we would deserve your lasting ridicule if it was we 
who had originally devised this argument from ideas to establish the 
nature of the mind and the existence of God, and you had then 
condemned it by using your method of analysis. But you seem to be so 
preoccupied and prepossessed by this method that you seem to have 
dulled your mind with it, so that you are no longer free to see that the 
individual properties or operations of the soul which you find in yourself 
depend upon corporeal motions. ‘ 

If you do not accept this, then you must untie the knot which in your 
view must be binding us with adamantine bonds and preventing our 
mind from soaring above every kind of body. The knot is this. We 
perceive very weli that three and two make five and that if you take 
equals from equals the remainders will be equal; we are convinced of 
these and numerous other matters, just as you find yourself to be. But 
why are we not similarly convinced on the basis of your ideas, or our 
own, that the soul of man is distinct from the body, or that God exists? 
You will say that you cannot graft this truth into us unless we are 
prepared to meditate along with you. Well, we have read what you have 
written seven times, and have lifted up our minds, as best we could, to the 
level of the angels, but we are still not convinced. We do not believe you 
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will allege that our minds are in the grip of a brutish stupor and are 
wholly unfitted for metaphysical subjects, when we have had thirty years 
practice in them! Surely you will prefer to accept that your arguments 
derived from the ideas of the mind and of God do not have the kind of 
weight or strength that could or should conquer the minds of learned 
men who have tried with all their might to detach themselves from 
corporeal stuff, Indeed we think you will readily admit this if you re-read 
your Meditations in the spirit of analytical scrutiny which you would 
adopt if they had been put forward for your examination by an 
opponent. 

Lastly, since we do not know what can be done by bodies and their 
motions, and since you confess that without a divine revelation no one 
can know everything which God has imparted or could impart to any 
object, how can you possibly have known that God has not implanted in 
certain bodies a power or property enabling them to doubt, think etc.? 

These are our arguments, or if you prefer, our ‘preconceived opinions’. 
If you can cure them, then, Sir, we swear by the ever-living God that we 
will all join in giving you our fullest thanks for freeing us from the thorns 
which are choking the seed you have sown! May almighty God in his 
supreme goodness bring this to pass, since we can see that it is to his glory 
alone that you have so auspiciously devoted all your efforts. 


Sree ena vege eepen neon come atemnern venom seaninnter mee meen mnemmmenmenmemmnetenRrorocteTs 


AUTHOR’S REPLIES TO THE SIXTH SET OF 
OBJECTIONS 


1. It is true that no one can be certain that he is thinking or that he 
exists unless he knows what thought is and what existence is.) But this 
does not require reflective knowledge, or the kind of knowledge that is 
acquired by means of demonstrations; still less does it require knowledge 
of reflective knowledge, i.e. knowing that we know, and knowing that we 
know that we know, and so on ad infinitum. This kind of knowledge 
cannot possibly be obtained about anything. It is quite sufficient that we 
should know it by that internal awareness which always precedes 
reflective knowledge. This inner awareness of one’s thought and exist- 
ence is so innate in all men that, although we may pretend that we do not 
have it if we are overwhelmed by preconceived opinions and pay more 
attention to words than to their meanings, we cannot in fact fail to have 
it. Thus when anyone notices that he is thinking and thar it follows from 
this that he exists, even though he may never before have asked what 
thought is or what existence is, he still cannot fail to have sufficient 
knowledge of them both to satisfy himself in this regard. 

2. When someone notices that he is thinking, then, given that he 
understands what motion is, it is quite impossible that he should believe 
that he is mistaken and is ‘not thinking but merely in motion’.2 Since the 
idea or notion which he has of thought is quite different from his idea of 
corporeal motion, he must necessarily understand the one as different 
from the other. Because, however, he is accustomed to attribute many 
different properties to one and the same subject without being aware of 
any connection between them, he may possibly be inclined to doubt, or 
may even affirm, that he is one and the same being who thinks and who 
moves from place to place. Notice that if we have different ideas of two 
things, there are two ways in which they can be taken to be one and the 
same thing: either in virtue of the unity or identity of their nature, or else 
merely in respect of unity of composition. For example, the ideas which 
we have of shape and of motion are not the same, nor are our ideas of 
understanding and volition, nor are those of bones and flesh, nor are 
those of thought and of an extended thing, But nevertheless we clearly 

r Above p. 278. 2 Ibid. 
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perceive that the same substance which is such that it is capable of taking 
on a shape is also such that it is capable of being moved, and hence that 
that which has shape and that which is mobile are one and the same in 
virtue of a unity of nature. Similarly, the thing that understands and the 
thing that wills are one and the same in virtue of a unity of nature. But 
our perception is different in the case of the thing that we consider under 
the form of bone and that which we consider under the form of flesh; and 
hence we cannot take them as one and the same thing in virtue of a unity 
of nature but can regard them as the same only in respect of unity of 
composition — i.e. in so far as it is one and the same animal which has 
bones and flesh. But now the question is whether we perceive that a 
thinking thing and an extended thing are one and the same by a unity of 
nature. That is to say, do we find between thought and extension the 
same kind of affinity or connection that we find between shape and 
motion, or understanding and volition? Alternatively, when they are said 
to be ‘one and the same’ is this not rather in respect of unity of 
composition, in so far as they are found in the same man, just as bones 
and flesh are found in the same animal? The latter view is the one | 
maintain, since I observe a distinction or difference in every respect 
between the nature of an extended thing and that of a thinking thing, 
which is no less than that to be found between bones and flesh. 

However, you go on to say that no one has been able to grasp this 
demonstration of mine.! In case this appeal to authority may prejudice 
the truth, [am compelled to reply that even though not many people have 
yet examined the demonstration, there are nevertheless several who 
affirm that they understand it. One witness who has sailed to America 
and says that he has seen the antipodes deserves more credence than a 
thousand others who deny their existence merely because they have no 
knowledge of them. And similarly, those who give due consideration to 
the true force of an argument will have more respect for the authority of 
one person who says that he has understood a proof correctly, than they 
will accord to a thousand others who claim, without providing any 
argument to back up their case, that it cannot be understood by anyone. 
For the fact that such people fail to understand the argument themselves 
does not prevent anyone else’s understanding it; indeed, the very fact that 
they infer its general unintelligibility from their own failure to under- 
stand it shows that their reasoning is careless, and that they do not 
deserve to have their views accepted. 

Lastly, my critics ask whether I have used my method of analysis to 
separate off all the motions of that rarefied matter of mine. Is this (they 
ask) what makes me certain? And can I therefore show my critics, who 

1 Above p. 278. 
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are most attentive and (they think) reasonably perceptive men, that it is 
self-contradictory that our thought should be reduced to corporeal 
motions?! By ‘reduced’ | take it that they mean that our thought and 
corporeal motions are one and the same. My reply is that I am very cer- 
tain of this point, but I cannot guarantee that others can be convinced 
of it, however attentive they may be, and however keen, in their own 
judgement, their powers of perception may be. | cannot guarantee that 
they will be persuaded, at least so long as they focus their attention not 
on things which are objects of pure understanding but only on things 
which can be imagined. This mistake has obviously been made by those 
who have imagined that the distinction between thought and motion is to 
be understood by making divisions within some kind of rarefied matter, 
The only way of understanding the distinction is to realize that the 
notions of a thinking thing and an extended or mobile thing are 
completely different, and independent of each other; and it is self- 
contradictory to suppose that things that we clearly understand as 
different and independent could not be separated, at least by God. Thus, 
however often we find them in one and the same subject — e.g. when we 
find thought and corporeal motion in the same man — we should not 
therefore think that they are one and the same in virtue of a unity of 
nature, but should regard them as the same only in respect of unity of 
composition. : 

3. The view here advanced in connection with the Platonists and their 
followers* has now been rejected by the entire Catholic Church and is 
commonly dismissed by all philosophers. The Lateran Council did 
conclude that angels could be depicted, but did not, in so doing, grant 
that they were corporeal. And even if they really were believed to be 
corporeal, it would certainly not be intelligible to suppose their minds to 
be inseparable from their bodies, any more than it is in the case of men. 
Again, even if the human soul were supposed to- be passed on in 
procreation, it could not be concluded from this that it was corporeal, 
but only that it was derived from the soul of the parents, just as the body 
grows from the parents’ body. As for dogs and apes, even were I to 
concede that they have thought, it would not in any way follow from this 
that the human mind is not distinct from the body; the conclusion would 
rather be that in other animals, too, the mind is distinct from the body. 
This was the view taken by those same Platonists whose authority my 
ctitics were extolling a moment ago, as is clear from the fact that they 
followed the Pythagoreans in believing in the transmigration of souls. But 
in fact the brutes possess no thought whatsoever; | not only stated this, as 
my critics here imply, but proved it by very strong arguments which no 

t Ibid. 2 Above pp. 278f. 
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one has refuted up till now. Yet those who assert, as if they were present 
in the animals’ hearts, that ‘dogs when awake know that they are 
running, and in their dreams know that they are barking’, are simply 
saying something without proving it. My critics go on to say that they do 
not believe that the ways in which the beasts operate can be explained ‘by 
means of mechanics without invoking any sensation, life or soul’ (I take 
this to mean ‘without invoking thought’; for I accept that the brutes have 
what is commonly called ‘life’, and a corporeal soul and organic 
sensation); moreover, they are ‘ready to wager any amount that this is an 
impossible and ridiculous claim’. But these remarks should not be taken 
to constitute an argument, for the same could be said of any other claim, 
however truc it might be. Indeed the use of wagers in debate is generally 
resorted to only when there is a lack of arguments to prove the case; and 
since once upon a time distinguished people used to laugh at claims about 
the antipodes in just such a fashion, I do not think that a claim should be 
immediately dismissed as false just because some people laugh at it. 
My critics add in conclusion: ‘There are plenty of people who will say 
that man himself lacks sensation and intellect, and can do everything by 
means of mechanical structures, without any mind, given that apes, dogs 
and elephants can perform all their operations by mechanical means.” 
This is surely not an argument that proves anything, except perhaps that 
some people have such a confused conception of everything and cling so 
tenaciously to their preconceived opinions (which they understand only 
in a verbal way) that rather than change them they will deny of 
themselves what they cannot fail to experience within themselves all the 
time. We cannot fail constantly to experience within ourselves that we 
are thinking. It may be shown that animate brutes can perform all their 
operations without any thought, but this does not entitle anyone to infer 
that he does not himself think. Such an inference would be made only by 
someone who has previously been convinced that he operates in exactly 
the same way as the brutes, simply because he has attributed thought to 
them; he then remains so stubbornly attached to the sentence ‘Men and 
the brutes operate in the same way’ that when it is pointed out to him 
that the brutes do not think, he actually prefers to deny his own thought, 
of which he cannot fail to be aware, rather than change his opinion that 


he operates in the same way as the brutes. But | find it hard to accept that 


there are many people of this sort. It will be found that the great 
majority, given the premiss that thought is not distinct from corporeal 
motion, take a much more rational line and maintain that thought is the 
same in the brutes as it is in us, since they observe all kinds of corporeal 


motions in them, just as in us. And they will add that ‘the difference, 
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which is merely one of degree, does not imply any essential difference’;! 
from this they will be quite justified in concluding that, although there 
may be a smaller degree of reason in the beasts than there is in us, the 
beasts possess minds which are of exactly the same type as ours. 

4. As for the kind of knowledge possessed by the atheist,” it is easy to 
demonstrate that it is not immutable and certain. As 1 have stated 
previously, the less power the atheist attributes to the author of his being, 
the more reason he will have to suspect that his nature may be so imper- 
fect as to allow him to be deceived even in matters which seem utterly 
evident to him.’ And he will never be able to be free of this doubt until he 
recognizes that he has been created by a true God who cannot bea deceiver. 

5. The assertion that it is self-contradictory that men should be 
deceived by God* is clearly demonstrated from the fact that the form of 
deception is non-being, towards which the supreme being cannot tend. 
On this point all theologians are agreed, and the entire certainty of the 
Christian faith depends on it. For why should we believe what God has 
revealed to us if we thought that we were from time to time deceived by 
him? And although the theologians commonly say that the damned are 
tormented by the fires of hell, they do not therefore believe that they are 
‘deceived by the false idea of a tormenting fire which God has implanted 
in them’; rather they think that the damned are tormented by a real fire, 
since just as the incorporeal spirit of a living man is naturally confined 
within the body, so after death it can easily be confined in corporeal fre, 
through the power of God’, etc. See the Master of the Sentences, Book iv 
Distinction 44.5 

As for the passages cited from Scripture, I do not regard it as my job to 
comment on them, except when they seem to be in conflict with an 
opinion that is peculiar to me. For when the Scriptures are invoked 
against opinions which are common to all Christians, such as the 
opinions attacked here (e.g. that something can be known and that 
human souls are not like those of animals), I should be afraid of being 
accused of arrogance if I did not choose to be content with the replies 
already discovered by others, rather than thinking up new answers of my 
own. For I have never become involved in theological studies except in so 
far as they contributed to my private instruction, nor am I conscious of 
having so much divine grace within me that | feel a vocation for such 
sacred studies. So I hereby declare that in future | will refuse to comment 
on questions of this kind; but I will make an exception just this once, to 
avoid giving anyone an excuse to think that lam keeping silent because | 
cannot give an adequate explanation of the passages cited. 


1 Ibid. 2 Above p.279. 3 CE£. Med. 1, above p- 14, 4 Above pp. 2796. 
5 The ‘Magister Sententiarum’ was the twelfth-century theologian Peter Lombard, whose 
Sentences became a standard theological textbook. 
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First, then, I maintain that the passage from St Paul! 1 Corinthians, 
Chapter 8, verse 2, should be understood to refer only to knowledge 
which is not conjoined with love, ie. to the knowledge possessed by 
atheists; for if anyone knows God as he should, he cannot fail to adore 
him or to have love. This is proved by the words that come just before 
those cited, ‘Knowledge puffeth up, but love edifieth’, and also by 
the words which immediately follow: ‘If anyone loveth God, the same 
(ie. God) is known by him.’ Thus the apostle does not mean that we 
cannot possess any knowledge, for he admits that those who love God 
know him, i.e. have knowledge of him. He merely says that those who do 
not have love, and hence do not have sufficient knowledge of God, do not 
know things as they ought to know them, even though they may think 
they have some knowledge in other matters; for we must begin with 

430 knowledge of God, and our knowledge of all other things must then be 
subordinated to this single initial piece of knowledge, as I explained in 
my Meditations.2 Thus this very passage which is invoked against me so 
openly confirms my own opinion on the subject that I do not think that 
those who disagree with me can possibly give a correct explanation of it. 
If anyone maintains that the phrase ‘the same’ refers not to God but to 
the man who is known and approved of God, then a passage from 
another apostle, namely St John, in the First Epistle, Chapter 2, wholly 
supports my interpretation. Verse 2 reads as follows: ‘And hereby we do 
know that we know him, if we keep his commandments.” Again, 
Chapter 4, verse 7 reads: ‘Everyone that loveth is born of God and 
knoweth God.’ 

The same reasoning applies to the passages cited from Ecclesiastes. It 
should be noted that in this book Solomon is not adopting the role of an 
unbeliever but speaking in his own right, as a sinner who had previously 
turned away from God and is now repenting. He says that while he 
merely employed human wisdom and did not refer it to God, he was 
unable to find anything that was wholly satisfying, or which did not 
contain vanity. Because of this he warns us in various passages that we 
should turn to God, and he makes this explicit in Chapter 17, verse 9: 
‘Know thou that for all these things God will bring thee to judgement’; 
the message is continued in what follows up to the end of the book. More 
specifically, in Chapter 8, verse 17, the words ‘then I understood that of all 
the works of God man can find no reason for those that are done under 
the sun’ are to be taken to refer not to any man, but to the man described 
in the preceding verse: “There is a man that neither by day or night taketh 

1 sleep with his eyes.’ it is as if the prophet wanted to warn us here that 


ofrcenitanintdemm i emnemnentinieermranmenermenmnnneme 


43 


1 Above p.280. 2 Cf. Med. tv, above p. 37- 
3 The verse in question is in fact verse 3.4 Above p. 280. 


Sixth Set of Replies 291 


those who are too assiduous in their studies are not suited to the pursuit 
of truth; and those who know me will certainly find it hard to suppose 
that this saying applies to me. But we should pay special attention to the 
phrase ‘those things that are done under the sun’. This phrase frequently 
recurs in the book, and always refers to natural things, leaving out their 
subordination to God; this is because God is above all things, and hence 
is not included in those which are under the sun. Thus the true sense of 
the passage cited is that man cannot achieve correct knowledge of natural 
things so long as he does not know God, which is just what I too have 
asserted. Finally, in Chapter 3, verse 19, the statements ‘The death of 
man is as the death of the beasts’ and ‘Man hath no pre-eminence 
above a beast’ are obviously intended to apply only to the body; for the 
passage mentions only things which belong to the body. Immediately 
afterwards we find a separate comment about the soul: ‘Who knoweth if 
the spirit of the sons of Adam goeth upward and if the spirit of the beasts 
goeth downward?’ In other words, who knows whether human souls are 
destined to enjoy celestial bliss, so long as man relies on human reasoning 
and does not turn to God? Now I have certainly tried to prove by natural 
reason that the human soul is not corporeal, but | grant that only faith 
can enable us to know whether it will ascend above. 

6. As for the freedom of the will,! the way in which it exists in God is 
quite different from the way in which it exists in us. It is self- 
contradictory to suppose that the will of God was not indifferent from 
eternity with respect to everything which has happened or will ever 
happen; for it is impossible to imagine that anything is thought of in the 
divine intellect as good or true, or worthy of belief or action or omission, 
prior to the decision of the divine will to make it so. 1 am not speaking 
here of temporal priority: | mean that there is not even any priority of 
order, or nature, or of ‘rationally determined reason’ as they call it, such 
that God’s idea of the good impelled him to choose one thing rather than 
another. For example, God did not will the creation of the world in time 
because he saw that it would be better this way than if he had created it 
from eternity; nor did he will that the three angles of a triangle should be 
equal to two right angles because he recognized that it could not be 
otherwise, and so on. On the contrary, it is because he willed to create the 
world in time that it is better this way than if he had created it from 
eternity; and it is because he willed that the three angles of a triangle 
should necessarily equal two right angles that this is true and cannot be 
otherwise; and so on in other cases. There is no problem in the fact that 
the merit of the saints may be said to be the cause of their obtaining 
eternal life; for it is not the cause of this reward in the sense that it 
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determines God to wil! anything, but is merely the cause of an effect of 
which God willed from eternity that it should be the cause. Thus the 
supreme indifference to be found in God is the supreme indication of his 
omnipotence. But as for man, since he finds that the nature of all 
goodness and truth is already determined by God, and his will cannot 
tend towards anything else, it is evident that he will embrace what is 
good and true all the more willingly, and hence more freely, in 
proportion as he sees it more clearly. He is never indifferent except when 
he does not know which of the two alternatives is the better or truer, or 
at least when he does not see this clearly enough to rule out any 
possibility of doubt. Hence the indifference which belongs to human 
freedom is very different from that which belongs to divine freedom. The 
fact that the essences of things are said to be indivisible! is not relevant 
here. For, firstly, no essence can belong univocally to both God and his 
creatures; and, secondly, indifference does not belong to the essence of 
human freedom, since not only are we free when ignorance of what is 
right makes us indifferent, but we are also free — indeed at our freest — 
when a clear perception impels us to pursue some object. 
7. My conception of the surface by which I think our senses are 
affected? is exactly the same as the normal conception which ail 
mathematicians and philosophers have (or should have), when they 
distinguish a surface from a body and suppose it to be wholly lacking in 
depth. But the term ‘surface’ is used in two senses by mathematicians. In 
one sense they use the term of a body whose length and breadth alone 
they are studying and which is considered quite apart from any depth it 
may have, even though the possession of some degree of depth is not 
ruled out; alternatively, they use the term simply for a mode of body, in 
which case all depth is completely denied. So to avoid this ambiguity | 
stated that I was talking of the surface which is merely a mode and hence 
cannot be a part of a body. For a body is a substance, and a mode cannot 
be a part of a substance. But | did not deny that the surface is the boundary 
of a body; on the contrary it can quite properly be called the boundary of 
the contained body as much as of the containing one, in the sense in 
which bodies are said to be contiguous when their boundaries are 
together. For when two bodies are in mutual contact there is a single 
boundary common to both which is a part of neither; it is the same mode 
of each body, and it can remain even though the bodies are removed, 
provided only that other bodies of exactly the same size and shape take 
their places. Indeed, the kind of place characterized by the Aristotelians 
as ‘the surface of the surrounding body’ can be understood to be a 
surface in no other sense but this, namely as something which is not a 
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substance but a mode. For the place where a tower is does not change 
even though the air which surrounds it is replaced, or even if another 
body is substituted for the tower; and hence the surface, which is here 
taken to be the place, is not a part either of the surrounding air or of the 
tower.! 

In order to demolish the doctrine of the reality of accidents, | do not 
think we need to look for any arguments beyond those | have already 
deployed. First, since all sense-perception occurs through contact, only 
the surface of a body can be the object of serise-perception; yet if there 
were real accidents they would have to be something different from the 
surface, which is nothing but a mode; and hence, if there are any real 
accidents, they cannot be perceived by the senses. But surely the only 
reason why people have thought that accidents exist is that they have 
supposed that they are perceived by the senses. Secondly, it is completely 
contradictory that there should be real accidents, since whatever is real 
can exist separately from any other subject; yet anything that can exist 
separately in this way is a substance, not an accident, The claim that real 
accidents cannot be separated from their subjects ‘naturally’, but only by 
the power of God, is irrelevant. For to occur ‘naturally’ is nothing other 
than to occur through the ordinary power of God, which in no way 
differs from his extraordinary power — the effect on the real world is 
exactly the same. Hence if everything which can naturally exist without a 
subject is a substance, anything that can exist without a substance even 
through the power of God, however extraordinary, should also be 
termed a substance. 1 do admit that one substance can be attributed to 
another substance; yet when this happens it is nor the substance itself 
which has the form of an accident, but only the mode of attribution. 
Thus when clothing is the attribute of a man, it is not the clothing itself 
which is the accident, but merely ‘being clothed’. But the principal 
argument which induced philosophers to posit real accidents was that 
they thought that sense-perception could not be explained without them, 
and this is why I promised to give a very detailed account of sense- 
perception in my writings on physics, taking each sense in turn. Not that 
I want any of my results to be taken on trust; but I thought that the 
explanation of vision which | had already given in the Optics would 
make it easy for the judicious reader to guess what | was capable of 
accomplishing with regard to the remaining senses. 

8. If anyone attends to the immeasurable greatness of God he will find 
it manifestly clear that there can be nothing whatsoever which does not 
depend on him? This applies not just to everything that subsists, but to 


1 Cf. Principles, Part 11, art. 15: vol. 1, p. 229. 2 CE Optics, Disc. 6: vol. 1, pp. r67ff. 
3 Cf above p. 281. 
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all order, every law, and every reason for anything’s being true or good. 
If this were not so, then, as noted a little earlier, God would not have 
been completely indifferent with respect to the creation of what he did in 
fact create. If some reason for something’s being good had existed prior 
to his preordination, this would have determined God to prefer those 
things which it was best to do. But on the contrary, just because he 
resolved to prefer those things which are now to be done, for this very 
reason, in the words of Genesis, ‘they are very good’; in other words, the 
reason for their goodness depends on the fact that he exercised his will to 
make them so. There is no need to ask what category of causality is 
applicable to the dependence of this goodness upon God, or to the 
dependence on him of other truths, both mathematical and metaphysical. 
For since the various kinds of cause were enumerated by thinkers who 
did not, perhaps, attend to this type of causality, it is hardly surprising 
that they gave no name to it. But in fact they did give it a name, for it can 
be called efficient causality, in the sense that a king may be called the 
efficient cause of a law, although the law itself is not a thing which has 
physical existence, but is merely what they call a ‘moral entity’. Again, 
there is no need to ask how God could have brought it about from 
eternity that it was not true that twice four make eight, and so on; 
for | admit this is unintelligible to us. Yet on the other hand 1 do 
understand, quite correctly, that there cannot be any class of entity that 
does not depend on God; I also understand that it would have been casy 
for God to ordain certain things such that we men cannot understand the 
possibility of their being otherwise than they are. And therefore it would 
be irrational for us to doubt what we do understand correctly just 
because there is something which we do not understand and which, so far 
as we can see, there is no reason why we should understand. Hence we 
should not suppose that eternal truths ‘depend on the human intellect or 
on other existing things’;! they depend on God alone, who, as the 
supreme legislator, has ordained them from eternity. 

g. lf we are to get a clear view of what sort of certainty attaches to the 
senses, we must distinguish three grades of sensory response. The first is 
limited to the immediate stimulation of the bodily organs by external 
objects; this can consist in nothing but the motion of the particles of the 
organs, and any change of shape and position resulting from this motion. 
The second grade comprises all the immediate effects produced in the 
mind as a result of its being united with a bodily organ which is affected 
in this way. Such effects include the perceptions of pain, pleasure, thirst, 
hunger, colours, sound, taste, smell, heat, cold and the like, which arise 
from the union and as it were the intermingling of mind and body, as 
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explained in the Sixth Meditation.' The third grade includes all the 
judgements about things outside us which we have been accustomed to 
make from our earliest years — judgements which are occasioned by the 
movements of these bodily organs. 

For example, when I see a stick, it should not be supposed that certain 
‘intentional forms’ fly off the stick towards the eye,? but simply that rays 
of light are reflected off the stick and set up certain movements in the 
optic nerve and, via the optic nerve, in the brain, as | have explained at 
some length in the Optics.3 This movement in the brain, which is 
common to us and the brutes, is the first grade of sensory response. This 
leads to the second grade, which extends to the mere perception of the 
colour and light reflected from the stick; it arises from the fact that the 
mind is so intimately conjoined with the body that it is affected by the 
movements which occur in it. Nothing more than this should be referred 
to the sensory faculty, if we wish to distinguish it carefully from the 
intellect. But suppose that, as a result of being affected by this sensation 
of colour, I judge that a stick, located outside me, is coloured; and 
suppose that on the basis of the extension of the colour and its 
boundaries together with its position in relation to the parts of the brain, 
I make a rational calculation about the size, shape and distance of the 
stick: although such reasoning is commonly assigned to the senses (which 
is why I have here referred it to the third grade of sensory response), it is 
clear that it depends solely on the intellect. | demonstrated in the Optics 
how size, distance and shape can be perceived by reasoning alone, which 
works out any one feature from the other features. The only difference is 
that when we now make a judgement for the first time because of some 
new observation, then we attribute it to the intellect; but when from our 
earliest years we have made judgements, or even rational inferences, 
about the things which affect our senses, then, even though these 
judgements were made in exactly the same way as those we make now, 
we refer them to the senses. The reason for this is that we make the 
calculation and judgement at great speed because of habit, or rather we 
remember the judgements we have long made about similar objects; and 
so we do not distinguish these operations from simple sense-perception, 

It is clear from this that when we say ‘The reliability of the intellect is 
much greater than that of the senses’,* this means merely that when we 
are grown up the judgements which we make as a result of various new 
observations are more reliable than those which we formed without any 
reflection in our early childhood; and this is undoubtedly true. It is clear 
that we are not here dealing with the first and second grades of sensory 


1 Above pp. s6ff. 2 Cf. footnote, p. 174. 3 See Vol x, pp. r6of. 
4 Above pp. 28rf. 
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response, because no falsity can occur in them. Hence when people say 
that a stick in water ‘appears bent because of refraction’, this is the same 
as saying that it appears to us in a way which would lead a child to judge 
that it was bent — and which may even lead us to make the same 
judgement, following the preconceived opinions which we have become 
accustomed to accept from our earliest years. But | cannot grant my 
critics’ further comment that this error is corrected ‘not by the intellect 
but by the sense of touch’.'! As a result of touching it, we may judge 
that the stick is straight, and the kind of judgement invelved may be the 
kind we have been accustomed to make since childhood, and which is 
therefore referred to as the ‘sense’ of touch. But the sense alone does not 
suffice to correct the visual error: in addition we need to have some 
degree of reason which tells us that in this case we should believe the 
judgement based on touch rather than that elicited by vision. And since 
we did not have this power of reasoning in our infancy, it must be 
attributed not to the senses but to the intellect. Thus even in the very 
example my critics produce, it is the intellect alone which corrects the 
error of the senses; and it is not possible to produce any case in which 
error results from our trusting the operation of the mind more than the 
senses. 

to. My critics’ remaining comments? are put forward as doubts rather 
than as objections, and 1 am not so confident of my powers as to venture 
to guarantee that I shall be able to give a satisfactory explanation of 
matters which I see still give rise to doubt in the minds of many learned 
and highly intelligent men. But nevertheless, so as not to desert the cause, 
Twill do what I can and give a frank account of how it happened that I 
managed to free myself entirely from these same doubts. In so doing, I 
shall be delighted if my comments are perhaps of some help to others; 
and if they are not, I shall at least not feel myself to have made any rash 
promises. 

When, on the basis of the arguments set out in these Meditations, I first 
drew the conclusion that the human mind is really distinct from the body, 
better known than the body, and so on, I was compelled to accept these 
results because everything in the reasoning was coherent and was 
inferred from quite evident principles in accordance with the rules of 
logic. But I confess that for all that I was not entirely convinced; | was in 
the same plight as astronomers who have established by argument that 
the sun is several times larger than the earth, and yet still cannot prevent 
themselves judging that it is smaller, when they actually look at it. 
However, I went on from here, and proceeded to apply the same 
fundamental principles to the consideration of physical things. First I 
attended to the ideas or notions of each particular thing which I found 
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within myself, and | carefully distinguished them one from the other so 
that all my judgements should match them. | observed as a result that 
nothing whatever belongs to the concept of body except the fact that it is 
something which has length, breadth and depth and is capable of various 
shapes and motions; moreover, these shapes and motions are merely 
modes which no power whatever can cause to exist apart from body. But 
colours, smells, tastes and so on, are, | observed, merely certain 
sensations which exist in my thought, and are as different from bodies as 
pain is different from the shape and motion of the weapon which 
produces it. And lastly, I observed that heaviness and hardness and the 
power to heat or to attract, or to purge, and all the other qualities which 
we experience in bodies, consist solely in the motion of bodies, or its 
absence, and the configuration and situation of their parts. 

Since these opinions were completely different from those which | had 
previously held regarding physical things, | next began to consider what 
had led me to take a different view before. The principal cause, I 
discovered, was this. From infancy I had made a variety of judgements 
about physical things in so far as they contributed to preserving the life 
which I was embarking on; and subsequently I retained the same 
opinions I had originally formed of these things. But at that age the mind 
employed the bodily organs less correctly than it now does, and was 
more firmly attached to them; hence it had no thoughts apart from them 
and perceived things only in a confused manner. Although it was aware 
of its own nature and had within itself an idea of thought as well as an 
idea of extension, it never exercised its intellect on anything without at 
the same time picturing something in the imagination. It therefore took 
thought and extension to be one and the same thing, and referred to the 
body all the notions which it had concerning things related to the 
intellect. Now I had never freed myself from these preconceived opinions 
in later life, and hence there was nothing that I knew with sufficient 
distinctness, and there was nothing 1 did not suppose to be corporeal; 
however, in the case of those very things that | supposed to be corporeal, 
the ideas or concepts which I formed were frequently such as to refer to 
minds rather than bodies. 

For example, I conceived of gravity! as if it were some sort of real 
quality, which inhered in solid bodies; and although | called it a ‘quality’, 
thereby referring it to the bodies in which it inhered, by adding that it 
was ‘real’ I was in fact thinking that it was a substance. In the same way 
clothing, regarded in itself, is a substance, even though when referred to 
the man who wears it, it is a quality. Or again, the mind, even though it is 
in fact a substance, can nonetheless be said to be a quality of the body to 
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which it is joined. And although | imagined gravity to be scattered 
throughout the whole body that is heavy, I still did not attribute to it the 
extension which constitutes the nature of a body. For the true extension 
of a body is such as to exclude any interpenetration of the parts, whereas 
I thought that there was the same amount of gravity in a ten foot piece of 
wood as in one foot lump of gold or other metal — indeed I thought that 
the whole of the gravity could be contracted to a mathematical point. 
Moreover, | saw that the gravity, while remaining coextensive with the 
heavy bedy, could exercise all its force in any one part of the body; for if 
the body were hung from a rope attached to any part of it, it would still 
pull the rope down with all its force, just as if all the gravity existed in the 
part actually touching the rope instead of being scattered through the 
remaining parts. This is exactly the way in which I now understand the 
mind to be coextensive with the body — the whole mind in the whole 
body and the whole mind in any one of its parts. But what makes it 
especially clear that my idea of gravity was taken largely from the idea | 
had of the mind is the fact that I thought that gravity carried bodies 
towards the centre of the earth as if it had some knowledge of the centre 
within itself. For this surely could not happen without knowledge, and 
there can be no knowledge except in a mind. Nevertheless | continued to 
apply to gravity various other attributes which cannot be understood to 
apply to a mind in this way — for example its being divisible, measurable 
and so on. 

But later on I made the observations which led me to make a careful 
distinction between the idea of the mind and the ideas of body and 
corporeal motion; and I found that all those other ideas of ‘real qualities’ 
or ‘substantial forms’ which I had previously held were ones which I had 
put together or constructed from those basic ideas. And thus I very easily 
freed myself from all the doubts that my critics here put forward. First of 
all, I did not doubt that I ‘had a clear idea of my mind’, since I had a close 
inner awareness of it. Nor did I doubt that ‘this idea was quite different 
from the ideas of other things’, and that ‘it contained nothing of a 
corporeal nature’.! For I had also looked for true ideas of all these ‘other 
things’, and I appeared to have some general acquaintance with all of 
them; yet everything | found in them was completely different from my 
idea of the mind. Moreover, I found that the distinction between things 
such as mind and body, which appeared distinct even though | attentively 
thought about both of them, is much greater than the distinction between 
things which are such that when we think of both of them we do not see 
how one can exist apart from the other (even though we may be able to 
understand one without thinking of the other). For example, we can 

1 Above p. 283. 


| 


Sixth Set of Replies 299 


understand the immeasurable greatness of God even though we do not 
attend to his justice; but if we attend to both, it is quite self-contradictory 
to suppose that he is immeasurably great and yet not just. Again, it is 
possible to have true knowledge of the existence of God even though we 
lack knowledge of the Persons of the Holy Trinity, since the latter can be 
perceived only by a mind which faith has illuminated; yet when we do 
perceive them, { deny that it is intelligible to suppose that there is a real 
distinction between them, at least as far as the divine essence is 
concerned, although such a distinction may be admitted as far as their 
mutual relationship is concerned. 

Finally, | was not afraid of being so preoccupied with my method of 
analysis that I might have made the mistake suggested by my critics: 
seeing that there are ‘certain bodies which do not think’ (or, rather, 
clearly understanding that certain bodies can exist without thought), [ 
preferred, they claim, to assert that thought does not belong to the nature 
of the body rather than to notice that there are certain bodies, namely 
human ones, which do think, and to infer that thought is a mode of the 
body.! In fact | have never seen or perceived that human bodies think; all 
Thave seen is that there are human beings, who possess both thought and 
a body. This happens as a result of a thinking thing’s being combined 
with a corporeal thing: I perceived this from the fact that when I 


examined a thinking thing on its own, I discovered nothing in it which. 


belonged to body, and similarly when I considered corporeal nature on 
its own I discovered no thought in it. On the contrary, when | examined 
all the modes of body and mind, I did not observe a single mode the 
concept of which did not depend on the concept of the thing of which it 
was a mode. Also, the fact that we often see two things joined together 
does not license the inference that they are one and the same; but the fact 
that we sometimes observe one of them apart from the other entirely 
justifies the inference that they are different. Nor should the power of 
God deter us from making this inference. For it is a conceptual 
contradiction to suppose that two things which we clearly perceive as 
different should become one and the same (that is intrinsically one and 
the same, as opposed to by combination); this is no less a contradiction 
than to suppose that two things which are in no way distinct should be 
separated. Hence, if God has implanted the power of thought in certain 
bodies (as he in fact has done in the case of human bodies), then he can 
remove this power from them, and hence it stil! remains really distinct 
from them. 

It is true that, before freeing myself from the preconceived opinions 
acquired from the senses, I did perceive correctly that two and three 
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make five, and that if equals are taken from equals the remainders are 
equal, and many things of this kind; and yet! did not think that the soul 
of man is distinct from his body.! But ! do not find this surprising. For I 
can easily see why it happened that, when still an infant, 1 never made 
any false judgements about propositions of this sort, which everyone 
accepts; the reason was that I had no occasion to employ these 
propositions, since children do not learn to count two and three until 
they are capable of judging whether they make five. But, by contrast, | 
had from my earliest years conceived of my mind and body as a unity of 
some sort (for | had a confused awareness that | was composed of mind 
and body). Ic happens in almost every case of imperfect knowledge that 
many things are apprehended together as a unity, though they will later 
have to be distinguished by a more careful examination. 

What does greatly surprise me is that learned men who have ‘practised 
metaphysical studies for thirty years’ and have read my Meditations 
‘seven times’ consider that if | re-read them in the spirit of analytical 
scrutiny which | would adopt if they had been put forward by an 
opponent, I would not believe that the arguments contained there had the 
kind of ‘weight or strength’ that ought to lead everyone to assent to 
them.? It is surprising that my critics should say this even though they 
themselves cannot point to any flaw whatsoever in these arguments of 
mine. They certainly give me more credit than they should, or than 
should be given to anyone, if they think that the kind of ‘analysis’ | 
employ is one which enables true demonstrations to be overthrown and 
false ones to be so disguised and tricked out that no one is capable of 
refuting them. On the contrary, | declare that the only method I have 
sought is one which will enable the certainty of true arguments to be 
known and the flaws in false ones to be detected. Hence | am struck not 
so much by the fact that there are learned men who do not yet accept my 
conclusions as by the fact that, after a careful and repeated re-reading of 
my arguments they can point to no false assumptions or invalid 
inferences in what | have written. As to their reluctance to accept the 
conclusions, that can easily be attributed to the inveterate habit of 
making different judgements on these matters; they are just like the 
astronomers who, as noted earlier, do not find it easy to picture the sun 
as being bigger than the earth although they can demonstrate this by 
most reliable arguments. But the only possible reason that I can see why 
neither these critics, nor, as far as 1 know, any others, have so far been 
able to fault my arguments is that they possess complete truth and 
certainty; in particular, they are deduced step by step, not from principles 
which are obscure and unknown, but, in the first place, from total doubt 
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about all things, and, in the second place, from principles which appear 
to be utterly evident and certain to the mind, once it has been set free 
from preconceived opinions. It follows from this that there cannot be any 
mistakes in my arguments which would not be noticed without difficulty 
by anyone of even moderate intelligence. Hence 1 think | can justly 
conclude that if these learned gentlemen cannot yet accept my conclu- 
sions after several close readings, their authority does not so much 
weaken what | have written as strengthen it, since after such a careful and 
repeated examination, they have failed to note any errors or fallacies in 
my demonstrations. 
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REPLIES 
or 
‘An essay on First Philosophy’ 
together with the author’s comments! 


(Bourdin] 

You ask me many questions, distinguished Sir, regarding your new 
method for investigating the truth, and you beg — indeed you insistently 
demand — that I should give my reply. But | shall keep silent and refuse to 
humour you unless you agree to the following. First, let us throughout 
our discussion completely ignore the contributions of those who have 
written or spoken on this subject. Further, will you please frame your 
questions in such a way as to avoid appearing to ask about the views of 
others, or their intentions, or the results of their work, or whether or not 
their opinions were correct. I ask you to behave as if no one had ever had 
any views or written or spoken anything on these matters, and to ask 
only the questions which seem to you to present some difficulty as you 
meditate and pursue your new method of philosophizing. This will 
enable us to search for the truth and to do so in a way which will keep 
safe and intact those laws of friendship and respect which should govern 
the dealings of learned men. Since you signify your agreement, and 
promise to follow this suggestion, I shail respond appropriately. And so 
we may proceed, 


[Descartes] 
COMMENTS 


“You ask me many questions’. I received this essay from its author after | 
had earnestly asked him ‘either to publish or at least send me’ the 
comments which | heard he had written on my Meditations on First 
Philosophy, ‘so that they might be added to the other objections to the 
« The ‘essay’ comprising the objections is by Bourdin; the interspersed ‘comments’ are by 

Descartes. See Translator’s preface, above p. 64. The marginal letters (which appeared in 


the original 1642 edition) are designed to help the reader correlate Descartes’ comments 
with Bourdin’s objections. 
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[Descartes] 

Meditations which others had produced’.' Hence 1 could not refuse to 
include his work here. I cannot doubt that | am the person addressed in 
the above passage, even though | certainly do not remember ever having 
asked the writer for his opinion of my method of investigating the truth. 
On the contrary, when, some eighteen months ago, | saw a preliminary 
attack of his against me which, in my judgement, did not attempt to 
discover the truth but foisted on me views which I had never written or 
thought, 1 did not hide the fact that 1 would in future regard anything 
which he as an individual produced as unworthy of a reply. But since he 
is a member of a society which is very famous for its learning and piety,? 
and whose members are all in such close union with each other that it is 
tare that anything is done by one of them which is not approved by all, | 
confess that | did not only ‘beg’ but also ‘insistently demand’ that some 
members of the society should examine what | had written and be kind 
enough to point out to me anything which departed from the truth. | also 
added many reasons which I hoped would make them agree to my 
request, and | said that, because of this hope, 


If either this author or any other member of the society should in future write 
anything concerning my opinions, I should value it very highly. And whatever 
name it bore, | would be certain that it was not composed by one member but 
that several of the most learned and prudent members of the Society had 
examined and corrected it; and therefore it would be sure to contain no quibbles 
or sophisms or abuse or empty verbiage, but only arguments of the strongest and 
most solid kind. | could also be confident that no points which could legitimately 
be brought against me would be omitted, and hence that this one work of 
criticism would free me from all my errors. Moreover, if anything | had published 
was not refuted in this work, I would believe that it was incapable of being 
refuted by anyone, and that it was entirely true and certain. 


Now I would take the same view of the present essay, and believe that it 
was written at the instigation of the Society as a whole, if only | were 
certain that it contained no quibbles or sophisms or abuse or empty 
verbiage. But if this is not the case, | shall think it a sin to suspect that this 
work was produced by men of such sanctity. In this matter | do not trust 
my own judgement, and so I will here state my views frankly and openly, 
not because | want the reader in any way to take my word on this matter, 
but simply because I want to give him an opportunity to examine the 
truth, 


1 Descartes conveyed this request to Bourdin via a letter to Mersenne of 22 December 
1641. 

2 The Jesuits. 

3 Descartes did not communicate directly with the Jesuits; the comments reported here are 
from a letter to Mersenne of 30 August 1640. 
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‘But | shail keep silent’ etc. Here the writer promises that he will not 
attack anyone’s writings, but will merely reply to my questions. But I have 
never asked him any questions — indeed I have never even spoken to the 
man or set eyes on him. The questions which he pretends I have put to 
him are for the most part constructed out of phrases to be found in my 
Meditations, and thus it is quite clear that the Meditations are his sole 
target. He may have honourable and pious motives for pretending that 
this is not so, but I cannot but suspect that he thinks that adopting this 
pretence will leave him all the freer to foist any view he likes on to me; for 
it will be impossible to show that he is misrepresenting what I wrote if he 
claims that he is not attacking my writings. What is more, I suspect that 
he is trying to avoid giving his readers cause to consult my writings, as 
would perhaps happen if he actually mentioned them. He apparently 
prefers to represent me as so foolish and ignorant that his readers will be 
deterred from looking at anything I have produced. So what he does is to 
take fragments from my Meditations and ineptly piece them together so 
as to make a mask which will not so much cover as distort my features. 
But I hereby pull off the mask and throw it away, because in the first 
place | am not used to play-acting, and in the second place it is quite out 
of place here, when | am debating a very serious issue with a man who 
belongs to a religious order. 


[Bourdin} 
First question: 
whether things that are doubtful should be regarded 
as false, and if so, how 


Your first question is about the legitimacy of your rule for investigating 
the truth, viz. ‘that we should regard as false whatever contains even a 
minimal element of doubt’.' If | am to reply, 1 must ask you some 
questions: 

(1) What is the ‘minimal element of doubt’ you refer to? 

(2) What is meant by ‘regarding something as false’? 

(3) To what extent should we ‘regard something as false’? 


i. What is the ‘minimal element of doubt’? 
As far as doubt is concerned, what is the ‘minimal element’ you speak of? 
‘I can answer briefly’, you may say. ‘Firstly, if there is anything whose 


€ existence or whose nature | can doubt, not rashly but for powerful 


1 Cf. Med. u, above p. 16. 
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reasons, then it contains some element of doubt. But, secondly, there is 
also an element of doubt in things concerning which, though they may 
seem clear to me, some evil demon may deceive me; for he may wish to 
trick me and bring it about by his cunning devices that something may 
appear clear and certain though it is in fact false. Now items in the first 
category contain a considerable element of doubt, whereas those in the 
second contain a small element of doubt which although “minimal” is 
sufficient to justify the label “doubtful” and to make the doubt a real one. 
If you want an example, then the existence of the earth, and the sky, and 
of colours, and the belief that you have a head and eyes and a body anda 
mind, are matters which are doubtful in terms of the first category of 
doubt; while to the second category belong such beliefs as that two and 
three make five, or that the whole is greater than one of its parts, and so 
on.’ 

Brilliant! But if this is so, what, may I ask, will there be that is left free 
of doubt? What will be immune from the fear with which that crafty 
demon threatens us? ‘Nothing’, you may reply, ‘absolutely nothing, until 
we have established for certain, on the basis of the most solid metaphy- 
sical principles, that God exists and cannot be a deceiver; for the one rule 
here is that if I lack knowledge of whether God exists and whether, if he 
exists, he can be a deceiver, I do not see that I can ever be wholly certain 
of anything.’ But let me make my meaning thoroughly clear to you. Until 
I know that God exists, and is a truthful God who will curb that evil 
demon, then I can — and indeed should — continue to fear that the demon 
is tricking me and is forcing what is false on to me under the guise of 
truth, as though it were clear and certain. But when I have gained a 
thorough understanding that God exists and can neither be deceived nor 
deceive, 1 know he will necessarily prevent the demon imposing on me 
concerning things which | clearly and distinctly understand. And I shall 
then be able to say that if there are any such things, if 1 do perceive 
anything clearly and distinctly, then these things are true and certain. 
And so I will have my rule of truth and certainty, viz. that everything 
which I very clearly and distinctly perceive is true.” 1 have no further 
questions to raise here, and so I come to the second point. 


2. What is meant by ‘regarding something as false’? 

Since on your view it is doubtful whether you have eyes, a head or a body, 

and you must therefore consider all this as false, I should like to know 

exactly what you mean by this. Is it a matter of saying and believing ‘it 

is false that | have eyes, a head and a body’? Must | ‘turn my will in 
1 Cf. Med. 11, above p. 25. 2 Cf. Med. ut, above p. 24. 
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completely the opposite direction’,! believing and saying ‘I do not have 
eyes, a head, or a body’? In a word, must I say, believe and maintain the 
opposite of that which is doubtful? ‘Exactly’, you reply. Fine. But I still 
need some answers. [s it not certain that two and three make five? And 
should I therefore believe and maintain that two and three do not make 
five? “Yes, you must believe it and maintain it’, you reply. But 1 now go 
further. It is not certain that while | speak these words, | am awake and 
not dreaming. Should |} therefore say and believe that while I am 
speaking, | am not awake but dreaming? ‘Yes’, you say, ‘believe it and 
say it.’ To avoid being tedious, let me finally come to the point. If 
someone doubts whether he is awake or asleep, it is not certain that what 
appears clear and certain to him is in fact clear and certain. Should | 
therefore say and believe that if something appears clear and certain to 
one who doubts whether he is awake or asleep, then it is not clear and 
certain, but obscure and false? Why do you hesitate? You cannot 
possibly go too far in your distrustful attitude.” Has it never happened to 
you, as it has to many people, that things seemed clear and certain to you 
while you were dreaming, but that afterwards you discovered that they 
were doubtful or false? It is indeed ‘prudent never to trust completely 
those who have deceived you even once’? ‘But’, you reply, ‘matters of 
the utmost certainty are quite different. They are such that they cannot 
appear doubtful even to those who are dreaming or mad.’ But are you 
really serious in what you say? Can you pretend that matters of the 
utmost certainty cannot appear doubtful even to dreamers or madmen? 
What are these utterly certain matters? If things which are ridiculous or 
absurd sometimes appear certain, even utterly certain, to people who are 
asleep or insane, then why should not things which are certain, even 
utterly certain, appear false and doubtful? I know a man who once, when 
falling asleep, heard the clock strike four, and counted the strokes as 
“one, one, one, one’. It then seemed to him that there was something 
absurd about this, and he shouted out: ‘That clock must be going mad; it 
has struck one o’clock four times!’ Is there really anything so absurd or 
irrational that it could not come into the mind of someone who is asleep 
or raving? There are no limits to what a dreamer may not ‘prove’ or 
believe, and indeed congratulate himself on, as if he had managed to 
invent some splendid thought. But to avoid fighting you on many fronts 
at once, let me come to your maxim ‘If something appears certain to 
someone who is in doubt whether he is dreaming or awake, then it is 
certain — indeed so certain that it can be laid down as a basic principle of a 
scientific and metaphysical system of the highest certainty and exactness.’ 

x The phrase is lifted from Med. 1, above p. 15. 2 Ibid. 3 Med. 1, above p. 12. 
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You have not at any point managed to make me consider this maxim 
to be as certain as the proposition that two and three make five; you have 
not shown it to be so certain that no one can possibly have any kind of 
doubt about it, or be deceived about it by an evi! demon. And if I persist 
in this view, I have no fear that anyone will regard me as obstinate. So on 
the basis of your rule, I reach the following result: it is not certain that 
what appears as certain to a person who is in doubt whether he is awake 
or asleep, is in fact certain; and hence what appears certain to someone 
who is in doubt whether he is awake or asleep can and should be 
regarded as entirely false. Alternatively, if you have some other special 
rule which you have devised, please communicate it to me. | now come to 
my third question. 


3. To what extent should we ‘regard something as false’? 

Since it does not seem certain that two and three make five, and since the 
above rule obliges me to say and believe that two and three do not make 
five, may | ask whether | should constantly believe this, to the extent of 
convincing myself that it is certain and cannot be otherwise? You are 
amazed at my question. This is not surprising to me, since | am amazed at 
it myself. But you must still answer it, if you expect me to answer in turn. 
Do you mean to regard it as certain that two and three do not make five? 
Do you mean this to be certain, and to appear as certain to everyone — so 
certain that it is safe even from the tricks of the evi! demon? 

You laugh and say ‘How could any sane man arrive at that idea?’ But 
what is the alternative? Will our statement be doubtful and uncertain, 
just like the statement that two and three do make five? If so, if the 
statement that two and three do not make five is doubtful, then following 
your rule I will believe and srate that it is false and | wil! assert the 
opposite: I will assert that two and three do make five. | shall behave in 
the same way when it comes to my other beliefs; and since it does not 
seem to be certain that any body exists, I shall say ‘No body exists’; and 
since the statement that no body exists is not certain, { shall then turn my 
will in completely the opposite direction and say ‘Bodies do exist’. And so 
bodies will both exist and not exist at the same time. 

‘That is right’, you say. ‘Doubting is just this — going round in a circle, 
advancing and retreating, affirming and denying, banging in the nail and 
then pulling it out to bang it in again.’ 

Splendid. But what am | to do when it comes to making use of those 
statements which were doubtful? What shall | do concerning the 
statement that two and three make five, or the statement that bodies do 
exist? Shall | affirm them, or deny them? 
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‘Neither affirm, nor deny them’, you say. ‘Employ neither statement, 
but regard them both as false; and do not expect such shaky propositions 
to yield anything which is not itself shaky, doubtful and uncertain,’ 

Since there is nothing left for me to ask, | shall now answer in my turn 
by providing a brief summary of your position. 

(1) We can doubt ail things, especially material things, so long as we 
have no foundations for the sciences other than those we have had up ti 
now.! 

(2) To consider something as false is to withhold our assent from it as 
if it were an evident falsehood, and to turn our will in completely the 
opposite direction, adopting an opinion of it that is appropriate to 
something false and imaginary.” 

(3) What is doubtful should be regarded as false to the extent of 
regarding its opposite as being equally doubtful and false. 


[Descartes] 

COMMENTS 

it would be embarrassing for me to be over-zealous and produce an 
extended commentary on ail these claims; for although they are expressed 
virtually in my own words, I do not recognize them as mine. | will merely 
ask my readers to recall what I wrote in the First Meditation, at the start 
of the Second and Third Meditations and in the Synopsis. If they do this, 
they will recognize that my critic has lifted almost everything which is 
included above from these sources, but that he has so mixed up and 
distorted and misinterpreted the material that although everything in the 
original is very rational, this version makes it seem for the most patt to be 
quite absurd. 

‘For powerful reasons’. | said at the end of the First Meditation that 
we may doubt all those things which we have not yet perceived with 
sufficient clarity, since our doubt is based on ‘powerful and well 
thought-out reasons’.* But I said this because at that point | was dealing 
merely with the kind of extreme doubt which, as I frequently stressed, is 
metaphysical and exaggerated and in no way to be transferred to 
practical life.S It was doubt of this type to which I was referring when | 
said that everything that could give rise to the slightest suspicion should 
1 CE Synopsis, above p.9. 2 Cf. Med. 1, above p. 15. 

3 To determine which of Bourdin’s remarks Descartes is addressing, here and throughout 
the discussion, simply refer to the relevant marginal letter. Thus letter C appears above 
OM p. 304, etc. 

4 Above pp. r4f. 

3 Med. 1, p. 15; Med. 11, p. 25; Med. vi, p. 61; Synopsis, p. x2. 
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be regarded as a sound reason for doubt. Bur my friendly and ingenuous 
critic here puts forward as an example of the things that I said we could 
doubt ‘for powerful reasons’ the question of whether there is an earth, or 
whether I have a body, and so on; the effect is that the reader, if he knows 
nothing of my ‘metaphysical’ doubt and refers the doubt to practical life, 
may think that I am not of sound mind. 

““Nothing,” you reply, “absolutely nothing”.’ I have explained, in 
several places, the sense in which this ‘nothing’ is to be understood. It is 
this. So long as we attend to a truth which we perceive very clearly, we 
cannot doubt it. But when, as often happens, we are not attending to any 
truth in this way, then even though we remember that we have previously 
perceived many things very clearly, nevertheless there will be nothing 
which we may not justly doubt so long as we do not know that whatever 
we clearly perceive is true.' But my careful critic here takes ‘nothing’ 
quite differently. From the fact that at one point I said that there was 
nothing that we might not doubt — namely in the First Meditation, in 
which | was supposing that I was not attending to anything that I clearly 
perceived — he draws the conclusion that | am unable to know anything 
certain, even in the following Meditations. This is to suggest that the 
reasons which may from time to time give us cause to doubt something 
ate not legitimate or sound unless they prove that the same thing must be 
permanently in doubt. 

“Must I say, believe, and maintain the opposite of what is doubtful? 
When I said that doubtful matters should for a time be treated as false, or 
rejected as false, | merely meant that when investigating the truths that 
have metaphysical certainty we should regard doubtful matters as not 
having any more basis than those which are quite false. 1 made this so 
clear that I do not think anyone of sound mind could interpret what | 
said in any other way; surely only someone who would not blush to be 
called a quibbler could pretend thar it was my intention to believe the 
opposite of what is doubtful, let alone to believe this ‘to the extent of 
convincing myself that it is certain and cannot be otherwise?2 And 
although my critic does not go so far as to insist on the interpretation just 
quoted, but merely raises it in the form of a question, | am surprised that 
aman of such sanctity has been willing to imitate those disgraceful 
detractors who often try to slander an author with impunity by giving an 
account of his work which they intend others to believe and then adding 
that they ‘do not believe it themselves’, 

‘But matters of the utmost certainty are quite different. They are such 
that they cannot appear doubtful even to those who are dreaming or 

Cf. Second Replies, p. roo; Fourth Replies, p. 271.2 Cf. p. 307. 
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mad.’ | do not know what kind of analysis has enabled my supremely 
subtle critic to deduce this from my writings, for I do not remember ever 
having had any such thought, even in a dream. Admittedly he might have 
inferred from what 1 wrote that everything that anyone clearly and 
distinctly perceives is true, although the person in question may from 
time to time doubt whether he is dreaming or awake, and may even, if 
you like, be dreaming or mad. For no matter who the perceiver is, 
nothing can be clearly and distinctly perceived without its being just as 
we perceive it to be, i.e. without being true. But because it requires some 
care to make a proper distinction between what is clearly and distinctly 
perceived and what merely seems or appears to be, | am not surprised 
that my worthy critic should here mistake the one for the other. 
‘Doubting is just this, going round ina circle’ etc. What I said was that 
doubtiul items should not be regarded as having any more basis than 
those which are wholly false;' but this was so as to enable us to dismiss 
them completely from our thought, and not so as to allow us to affirm first 
one thing and then its opposite. But my critic has seized every possible 
opportunity to quibble. Incidentally, it is worth noting that at the end, 
when he says he is providing a brief summary of my position, he does not 
attribute to me any of the doctrines which he criticizes or ridicules either 
in his earlier comments or in what follows. This is presumably to let us 
know that he has foisted these doctrines on me merely as a joke, without 
seriously believing that | held them. 


(Bourdin] ; 
REPLY? 


Reply 1. Consider the rule that in the investigation of the truth, whatever 
contains even a minimal element of doubt should be regarded as false. If 
this means that when we try to find what is certain we should not in any 
way rely on those things which are not certain or which contain any 
element of doubt, then the rule is a valid one; indeed, it is widely accepted 
and extremely common among philosophers of all kinds. 

Reply 2. The said rule might be interpreted as follows. When we are 
trying to find what is certain, we should reject things which are not 
certain, or which are in any way doubtful, to the extent of not making 
any use of them and considering them as non-existent — or rather not 
considering them at all but completely dismissing them from our mind. 
This rule, too, is a valid and reliable one; indeed, it is a well-worn maxim 


1 Cf. Med. 1, above p. 15. 
2 Bourdin’s ‘reply’ is addressed to the question he himself raised, above p. 304. 
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even among beginners, and is so closely related to the preceding rule that 463 
it scarcely differs from it. 

Reply 3. Suppose the said rule is taken as follows, When we are trying 
to find what is certain we should reject whatever is doubeful in the sense 
of supposing that it is in fact non-existent and that its opposite really 
obtains; and we should employ this supposition as a firm basis for our 
inquiry, treating the doubtful items as non-existent and relying on their 
non-existence, Now this rule is an invalid and fallacious one which 
conflicts with sound philosophy. For in order to find out what is true and 
certain, it makes a supposition which is doubtful and uncertain; or it 
supposes as certain that which may in fact be wholly otherwise, by 
treating doubtful items as not really existing when it is possible that they 
do exist. 

Reply 4. If anyone were to understand the rule in the sense just 
described and wanted to use it in order to discover what is true and 
certain, he would be wasting his time and effort and would be working 
without any reward, since he would no more achieve his goal than its 
opposite. Do you want an example? Suppose someone is inquiring 
whether it is possible that he is a body, or is corporeal, and he makes use, 
among other things, of the following principle: ‘Iv is not certain that any 
body exists; therefore, in accordance with the rule just adopted, | shall H 
maintain and assert that no body exists.’ He will then go on as follows. 
‘No body exists; but I am and exist, as has been properly established 
from other sources; therefore | cannot be a body.’ A splendid argument; 
but see how the same initial premiss will enable him to derive the 
opposite conclusion. ‘It is not certain’, he says, ‘that any body exists; 
hence, in accordance with the rule | shall maintain and assert that no 
body exists. But what sort of claim is the statement that no body exists? 
It is surely a doubtful and uncertain one, for who can establish its truth, 
or on what basis? The result is clear. The statement that no body exists is 
doubtful; hence in accordance with the rule I shall say “Some body 
exists.” For Tam and exist; hence I may possibly be a body if nothing else 
tules this out.” So you see I can be a body and I cannot be a body. Have | 
satisfied you? Only too well, | fear, if I may judge from the questions that 464 
follow. And so I will come to your second question. 


[Descartes] 
COMMENTS 


In his first two replies here, my critic gives his approval to all the views, 
whether explicitly stated in my writings or derivable from them, which I 
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hold concerning the topic under discussion. But he adds that my position 
is ‘extremely common and well-worn even among beginners’. In his third 
and fourth replies, however, he criticizes a view which he wants people to 
think I hold, even though it is so absurd that it could not possibly enter 
the mind of a sane man. This is very clever of him: his aim is to impose on 
those who have either not read my Meditations or else not read them 
attentively enough to have accurate knowledge of their contents, and 
influence them by his authority into thinking ! hold ridiculous views. And 
in the case of any others who do not believe this, he hopes at least to 
convince them that i have not produced anything which is not ‘extremely 
common and well-worn even among beginners’. | would certainly not 
argue with the last statement. For ! have never sought any praise for the 
novelty of my opinions. On the contrary, I consider my opinions to be the 
oldest opinions of all, since they are the truest. My principal aim has 
always been to draw attention to certain very simple truths which are 
innate in our minds, so that as soon as they are pointed out to others, 
they will consider that they have always known them. It is easy to 
recognize that my critic is attacking my views precisely because he thinks 
they are sound and original, for if he really believed that they were as 
absurd as he pretends, he would surely have judged them worthy of 
contempt and silence rather than such a lengthy and contrived refutation, 

‘Therefore, in accordance with the rule just adopted, | shall maintain 
and assert the opposite.’ I should like to know when and in what statutes 
my critic found this law written down. He has certainly laid quite enough 
stress on it in his remarks above, but equally, in my comments on the 
sentence ‘Must I say, believe and maintain the opposite of what is 
doubtful?’,! | have made it clear enough that the rule is not my own. 
Moreover, | do not think he will be able to go on maintaining that the 
tule is mine if he is questioned on the matter. Under heading (3) above, he 
presented me as saying with regard to things which are doubtful, that we 
should ‘neither affirm nor deny them; employ neither statement but 
regard them both as false’.* But a little later, in his summary of my 
position, he has it that we should ‘withhold our assent from something 
doubtful as if it were an evident falsehood, and turn our will in completely 
the opposite direction, adopting an opinion of it that is appropriate to 
something false and imaginary’? Now this is quite different from 
‘maintaining and saying the opposite’ in the sense of regarding the 
opposite as true in the way he supposes me to be doing here. When in the 
First Meditation I said that I wanted for a time to try to convince myself 
of the opposite of the views which I had rashly held before, | immediately 

1 Above p. 309. 2 Above p. 308. 3 Ibid. 
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added that my reason for wanting to do this was as it were to 
counter-balance the weight of preconceived opinion so that I should not 
incline to one side more than the other.! I did not mean that I should 
regard either side as true, or set this principle up as the basis of a system 
of supremely certain knowledge, as my critic elsewhere unfairly main- 
tains. So I should like to know what purpose he had in mind in 
introducing this law of his. If it was to foist it on to me, then his honesty 
leaves something to be desired; for it is clear from what he himself says 
that he is quite well aware that the rule is not mine. No one could 
possibly think that both alternatives should be regarded as false (which 
he said was my view), and at the same time maintain and assert that one 
of the two opposites was true (as this rule of his has it), But if he merely 
introduced the rule to amuse himself, so as to have something to attack, 
then | am amazed that his ingenuity has been unable to devise anything 
more plausible or subtle. | am also amazed that he has the leisure to 
produce such a verbose refutation of an opinion which is so absurd that it 
would not even strike a seven year old child as plausible; for we must 
remember that up till now his attacks have been limited to this foolish 
tule. Lastly, | am amazed at the power of his imagination; for even 
though he is doing battle only with a totally empty mirage which his own 


brain has produced, he has throughout adopted the same attitude, and - 


used the same words, as if I myself had been his adversary, and he had 
seen me fighting him face to face. 


(Bourdin} 
Second question: 
whether renouncing everything that is doubtful 
is a good method of philosophizing 


Your second question is whether it is a good method of philosophizing to 
renounce everything which is in any way doubtful. Unless you disclose 
your method at greater length, you have no reason to expect an answer 
from me. But you do in fact expound the method as follows. 

‘In order to philosophize’, you say, ‘in order to examine whether there 
is anything certain, or supremely certain, and if so what, 1 proceed as 
follows. Since everything I have previously believed or known is doubtful 
and uncertain, I consider it as false and completely reject it. I convince 
myself that there exists neither earth, nor sky, nor any of the things which 
Ipreviously believed to be in the world; indeed, I suppose that there is 
t Above p. 55. 
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not a world at all, or any body or mind —in a word, that there is nothing. 
Then, after completing this general dismissal of my beliefs and declaring 
that there is nothing, I embark in earnest on my own philosophy; using it 
as a guide, | follow the trail of truth and certainty with care and caution, 
just as if there were some supremely powerful and cunning demon who 
wished to lead me into error. To avoid being deceived 1 look round 
carefully and decide to accept only things of the kind which provide no 
possible scope whatever for that rascally demon to impose on me, no 
matter how hard he tries — the kinds of fact that not even I can make 
myself refuse to acknowledge, or bring myself to deny. So I reflect and 
turn things over and over in my mind until some fact of this sort occurs to 
me; and when | come across it | use it as an Archimedean point on which 
to construct other truths, and in this way | arrive step by step at further 
facts that are wholly certain and thoroughly scrutinized.”’ 

This is quite excellent, and I might easily reply that on the surface the 
method seems to me to be an outstandingly brilliant one; but since you 
expect me to give a careful reply, and I cannot give one until I have tried 
and tested this method of yours by actual practice, let us set out on this 
safe and well-trodden road ourselves, and discover where it eventually 
leads us. Since you know every bend and defile and detour on the way, 
and have for a long time trained yourself to follow it, | ask you to be my 
guide. You now have either a companion or a pupil ready to accompany 
you, so tell me please, what are your orders? Although for me the road is 
new and frightening, since I am not accustomed to the darkness, | am 
happy to set out because the prospect of the truth is a powerful lure. | 
hear you: you command me to do whatever I see you doing, and to tread 
in your footsteps. This is a splendid way of giving your orders and 
guidance, and I am delighted with your response. | am all ears. 


§zx. AN APPROACH TO THE METHOD IS REVEALED 


‘First of all, you say, ‘after going over my previous opinions, | am finally 
compelled to admit that there is not one of my former beliefs about 
which a doubt may not properly be raised; and this is not a flippant or 
ill-considered conclusion but is based on powerful and well thought-out 
reasons. So in future | must withhold my assent from these former beliefs 
just as carefully as I would from obvious falsehoods if I want to discover 
any certainty. In view of this J think it will be a good plan to turn my 
will in completely the opposite direction and deceive myself by pretend- 


1 None of this is exact quotation, but it is reminiscent of, and sometimes a distortion of, 
material to be found at the end of Med. 1 and beginning of Med. 1. 
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ing for a time that these former opinions are utterly false and imaginary. f 
shall do this until the weight of preconceived opinion is counter-balanced 
and the distorting influence of habit no longer prevents my judgement 
from perceiving things correctly. I will suppose therefore, that some 
malicious demon of the utmost power and cunning has employed all his 
energies in order to deceive me. I shall think that the sky, the air, the 
earth, colours, shapes, sounds and all external things are merely the 
delusions of dreams which he has devised to ensnare my judgement, I 
shall convince myself that there is nothing at all in the world, no sky, no 
earth, no minds or bodies. } repeat: no minds, and no bodies; this is the 
chief point here. | shall consider myself as having no hands, no eyes, no 
flesh or blood or senses, but as falsely believing that I have all these 
things. I shall stubbornly and firmly persist in this meditation.’! 

Here, with your permission, let us pause a little to gather our strength 
afresh. The novelty of your enterprise disturbs me somewhat. Are you 
telling me to renounce all my former beliefs? 

“Yes Lam’, you say, ‘All of them’, 

All of them? This implies no exceptions. 

“All of them’, you repeat. 

{am reluctant to obey and yet I will. But it is extremely hard, and, to 
tell the truth, I have some scruples in complying; and unless you remove 
my scruples I fear that we shall not succeed in making our planned entry 
into your method. You acknowledge that all your former beliefs are 
doubtful, and you claim that you are compelled to admit this. But why 
not let me feel the same constraints so that | am compelled to admit it 
too? What compels you, may | ask? I heard you say just now that you 
had ‘powerful and well thought-out reasons’. But what are they? And if 
they are powerful, why renounce them? Why not keep them? If, on the 
other hand, they are doubtful and completely suspect, how have they 
managed to force or compel you? 

‘Here they are, out in the open’, you say. ‘I make a habit of sending 
them out in front like skirmishers to begin the battle. The senses 
sometimes deceive us; we sometimes dream, Some people periodically go 
mad and think they see things which they really are not seeing at all and 
which exist nowhere.’ 

Is that all? When you promised me ‘powerful and well thought-out 
reasons’, | expected ones which were certain and free from all doubt — 
reasons Of the kind which are demanded by this little pamphlet of yours 
which we are examining, since it invokes such a high standard of care as 


1 Extracts from Med. 1, above pp. 14f. But the two sentences at letter K (I shall convince 
myself... chief point here’) are Bourdin’s own insertion. 


469 


316 Objections and Replies 


(Bourdin} 
to rule out the faintest shadow of doubt. But are your reasons of this 
sort? Are they any more than hesitant suspicions? “The senses sometimes 
deceive us’, ‘Sometimes we dream’, ‘Some people go mad.’ How do you 
establish these claims beyond any doubt with the kind of certainty 
demanded by that rule of yours which you continue to brandish — ‘we 
must take great care not to admit anything as true which we cannot 
470 prove to be so’? Has there been a time when you were able to make any 
of the following statements with certainty: ‘At this moment the senses are 
indubitably deceiving me; this | know for sure’; ‘Now | am dreaming’; T 
was dreaming a moment ago’; “This man is delirious and quite sincerely 
thinks he sees things which he is not seeing at all’? If you say that there 
have been such occasions, make sure to prove it; make sure that the evil 
demon which you referred to was not perhaps tricking you. There is a 
serious risk that even while you are saying ‘The senses sometimes deceive 
us’, even though you regard this as a powerful and well thought-out 
consideration, the rascal of a demon is cocking a snook at you because he 
has tricked you all along. If, on the other hand, you say that there have 
N_ not been any such occasions, why do you assert with such confidence that 
we sometimes dream? Why not follow your first law and reason as 
follows: ‘It is not wholly certain that the senses have sometimes deceived 
us, or that we have sometimes dreamed, or that people have sometimes 
gone mad; hence I will assert and insist that the senses never deceive us, 
we never dream and no one goes mad.’ 

‘But I suspect that these things do happen’, you reply. 

Here is my worry. Wherever | have trodden, | have found these 
‘powerful reasons’ of yours to be feeble and to resemble fleeting 
suspicions, and this is why 1 have been reluctant to press on. in short, | 
am suspicious, 

‘But J am just as suspicious myself’, you reply. ‘Mere suspicion is all 
that is needed here. It is enough to say “I do not know whether | am 
awake or asleep”, or “I do not know whether the senses are deceiving me 
or not’! 

If | may say so, it is not enough for me. I just do not see how you move 
from ‘I do not know whether | am awake or dreaming’ to ‘I sometimes 
dream.’ What if | never dream? What if I always do? What if you are not 
even capable of dreaming, and the demon is hooting with laughter 
because he has managed to persuade you that you sometimes dream and 
are deceived, when this in fact never happens? Believe me: since bringing 
that demon into the argument, since reducing your ‘powerful and well 
thought-out reasons’ to a mere ‘perhaps’, you have conjured up an evil 

O. which has produced no benefits for you at all. What if the cunning demon 
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is presenting all these matters to you as doubrful and shaky when in fact 
they are firm and certain? What if he intends thereby to drive you into a 
pit, once you have stripped yourself by renouncing all these beliefs? 
Would it not be more sensible if, before divesting yourself, you were to 
put forward a reliable rule to ensure that the beliefs which you do 
renounce are ones which you are right to renounce? This general 
renunciation of ail former beliefs is surely a considerable enterprise and 
one of the greatest importance, and if you take my advice you will first 
summon your thoughts to the council chamber for a serious discussion. 

‘No’, you reply. ‘I cannot possibly 80 too far in my distrustful attitude, 
and I know that no danger or error will result from my plan?! 

What are you saying? You know? Is this certain and beyond all doubr? 
Is this the sole surviving timber from the great shipwreck that is to be 
hung up as an offering in the temple of truth? Or, since you are opening a 
new school of philosophy and thinking of your disciples, is it that you 
want this inscription to be placed over the door in gold letters: ‘I cannot 
go too far in my distrustful attitude’? Will the students who enter your 
precincts be told to lay aside the old belief that ‘Two and three make five’, 
but to retain the maxim ‘I cannot go too far in my distrustful attitude’? 
But what will you say if one of your new students happens to complain? 
What if it sticks in his throat when he is ordered to abandon the old belief 
that two and three make five, which no one has ever called into doubs, 
just because it is possible that some demon may be deceiving him, and yet 
he is ordered to retain this doubtful maxim that is full of flaws —‘I cannot 
go too far in my distrustful attitude’ — as if this was something which 
gave the demon no scope for imposing on him? What is your answer 
here? Will you guarantee that I need have no fear or apprehension or 
worry about the evil demon? Even if you give me every possible 
reassurance I shall still be very afraid of overdoing my distrustful attitude 
if | renounce and forswear as false such long-standing and virtuaily 
innate beliefs as ‘A syllogism in Barbara? has a valid conclusion’, or “fam 
something composed of body and mind.’ And to judge by your express- 
ion and your voice, not even you, who are leading the way and offering 
yourself as a guide for the rest of us, are immune from fear. Come then; 
tell me straightforwardly and honestly, as is your custom. Do you really 
have no scruples abour renouncing such long-standing beliefs as the 
following: ‘I have a clear and distinct idea of God’; ‘Everything that I 
clearly and distinctly perceive is true’; or ‘Thinking, nutrition and 
sensation do not in any way belong to the body but belong to the mind”? 


1 Chp. 15, above. 
2 A syllogism of the form ‘Al! M is P; all S is M; therefore, all S is P. 
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TI could list a hundred other such questions. My inquiries here are quite 
serious and I ask you to reply. In leaving the old philosophy and em- 
barking on the new, can you sincerely shake off, reject and forswear 
these beliefs? Can you assert and maintain the opposite, viz. “Now I do 
not have a clear and distinct idea of God’; ‘I have been wrong to believe 
up till now that thinking, sensation and sutrition belong to the mind and 
not in any way to the body’? But what have I done? How quickly I have 
forgotten what I promised! At the beginning I pledged myself to you 
entirely as your companion and disciple, and yet here | am hesitating at 
the very start of our journey, full of scruples and obstinacy. Forgive me; 1 
have sinned greatly, and have merely displayed my weakness of mind. | 
should have left all fear aside and plunged intrepidly into the darkness of 
renunciation; but I have hesitated and drawn back. If you show 
forbearance, I will make amends and will wipe out my evil deeds by a 
full and free rejection of all my former beliefs. I renounce and forswear 
all my former opinions. Excuse me for not calling the heavens and earth 
to witness my vow, since you claim that they do not exist. Nothing exists, 
then, absolutely nothing. Lead the way and I shall follow. You are an 
easy guide to follow, for you readily agree to go first. 


[Descartes] 
COMMENTS 


‘Since what I have previously known is doubtful’. Here my critic has put 
‘known’ instead of ‘thought I knew’. The statement ‘I knew’ is incom- 
patible with the statement ‘it is doubtful’, though he has undoubtedly 
failed to notice this. We must not attribute this to malice, for if malice 
had been involved he would not have touched on the point so briefly but 
would have pretended that the contradiction was of my making and 
would have produced a prolonged torrent of criticism. 

‘L repeat, no minds and no bodies’. He says this to enable him to 
indulge in a protracted piece of quibbling later on. At the outset, when 
was supposing that I had not yet sufficiently perceived the nature of the 
mind, | included it in the list of doubtful things; but later on, when | 
realized that a thing that thinks cannot but exist, J used the term ‘mind’ 
to refer to this thinking thing, and said that the mind existed. But my 
critic proceeds as if | had forgotten my earlier denial of all this (when | 
was taking the mind to be something unknown to me); he talks as if [had 
taken the view that what I denied at the earlier stage (because I found it 
doubtful), must be denied for ever, as if it was impossible that such 
beliefs could be rendered certain and evident to me. It should be noted 
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that throughout he treats doubt and certainty not as relations of our 
thought to objects, but as properties of the objects which inhere in them 
for all time. This means that if we have once realized that something is 
doubtful, it can never be rendered certain. But we should attribute all this 
to his good nature, and not to malice, 

“All of them’. Here he is indulging in a fatuous quibble about the word 
‘all’, just as he did earlier with the word ‘nothing’. 

“You are compelled to admit this’. Here this is an equally fatuous play 
on the word ‘compelled’. There may be reasons which are strong enough 
to compel us to doubt, even though these reasons are themselves doubt- 

ul, and hence are aot to be retained later on, as I have just pointed out. 
The reasons are strong so long as we have no others which produce cer- 
tainty by removing the doubt. Now since I found no such countervailing 
reasons in the First Meditation, despite meditating and searching for 
them, I therefore said that the reasons for doubt which I had found were 
‘powerful and well thought-out’. But this is beyond the grasp of our 
critic, for he goes on to say ‘When you promised me powerful reasons, I 
expected certain ones, ones of the kind demanded by this little pamphlet 
of yours’ — as if the imaginary pamphlet he has put together can be 
related to what I said in the First Meditation. A little later on he says, 


“Has there been a time when you were able to say with certainty that at” 


this moment the senses are indubitably deceiving me, and 1 know this for 
sure?"! But he does not see that here again he has produced a contradic- 
tion, by talking of regarding a thing as indubitable and at the same time 
doubting it. What a good fellow he is! 

“Why do you assert with such confidence that we sometimes dream?’ 
Here again he goes astray, though without any malicious intent. There is 
nothing at all that | asserted ‘with confidence’ in the First Meditation: it 
is full of doubt throughout. Yet it is the sole source for all the statements 
he discusses. He might just as well have found there the statements ‘We 
never dream’ and ‘We sometimes dream.’ When, shortly afterwards, he 
says ‘I just do not see how you move from “I do not know whether | am 
awake or dreaming” to “I sometimes dream”,’ he is foisting on me, 
good-natured fellow that he is, a piece of reasoning that is worthy of 
himself alone. 

‘What if the cunning demon is presenting all these matters to you as 
doubtful and shaky when in fact they are firm and certain?’ This remark 
makes it quite clear that, as I have pointed out above, my critic regards 
doubt and certainty as being in the objects rather than our thought. 
Otherwise, how could he pretend that things are being presented to me as 

t Above-p. 316. 
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doubtful even though they are not doubrful bur certain? For the mere fact 
that something is presented as doubtful automatically makes it doubtful. 
But perhaps the demon prevented him seeing the contradiction in his 
words. It is regrettable that the demon so often interferes with his 
thought processes. 

‘This general renunciation of all former beliefs is surely a considerable 
enterprise and one of the greatest importance.’ | myself made this point 
emphatically enough at the end of my reply to the Fourth Set of 
Objections and in the Preface to the Meditations,' and for this very 
reason | suggested that they should be read only by those of a fairly 
robust intellect. | also made the point quite explicitly on pages 16 and 17 
of the Discourse on the Method, published in French in 1637, where | 
described two types of intellect;? 1 said that those in either of the two 
categories should at all costs avoid the general renunciation of beliefs. If 
my critic happens to fall into one of these categories, he should not 
impute his own mistakes to me. 

“What are you saying? You know,’ etc. When I said ‘I knew” that there 
was no danger in my renouncing my beliefs 1 added ‘because the task 
now in hand does not involve action but merely the acquisition of 
knowledge’3 This makes it clear that in that passage 1 was merely 
speaking of ‘knowing’ in the practical sense which suffices for the 
conduct of life. | frequently stressed that there is a very great difference 
between this type of knowledge and the metaphysical knowledge that we 
are dealing with here — indeed | made the point so clear that I think only 
my critic could fail to see it. 

‘This doubtful maxim that is full of flaws — “I cannot go too far in my 
distrustful attitude”.’ Here again there is a contradiction in what my 
critic says. For everyone knows that a distrustful person, as long as he 
remains in a state of distrust, and therefore does not affirm or deny 
anything, cannot be led into error even by an evil demon. But a man who 
adds two and three together can be deceived by such a demon, as is 
shown by the example my critic himself has produced concerning the 
man who counted one o’clock four times.* 

‘| shall still be very afraid of overdoing my distrustful attitude if | 
renounce these long-standing beliefs.’ Although my critic here attempts 
at length to convince us that we should not carry our distrust too far, itis 
worth noting that he does not produce even the smallest hint of an 
argument to prove this, beyond his fear or distrust of the maxim that we 
should distrust everything. But here once again there is a contradiction. 


1 Above pp.172,8. 2 Discourse, part 2; see vol. 1, p. 118. 3 Med. 1, above p. 15. 
4 Above p. 306. 
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For from the fact that he is so afraid, but does not know for certain that 
he should not distrust himself, it follows that he should indeed distrust 
himself, 

‘Do you really have no scruples about renouncing such long-standing 
beliefs as “I have a clear and distinct idea of God” or “Whatever I clearly 
and distinctly believe is true”? My critic calls these beliefs ‘long- 
standing’ because he is afraid that they may be taken to be original ideas 
that I was the first to notice. But | am Prepared to let that go. He also 
wants to introduce a doubt concerning God, but only in passing; his aim 
here is perhaps to avoid being accused of slandering me by those who 
know that when renouncing my former beliefs | was especially careful to 
make an exception of all matters concerning faith, and morals in general. 
Finally, he fails to see that the renunciation of beliefs applies only to 
those who have not yet perceived anything clearly and distinctly. The 
sceptics, for example, for whom such a renunciation is commonplace, 
have never, qua sceptics, perceived anything clearly. For the very fact that 
they had perceived something clearly would mean that they had ceased to 
doubt it, and so ceased to be sceptics. As far as everyone else is 
concerned, until making such a renunciation there is virtually no one 
who ever perceives anything clearly, ic. with the clarity which is re- 
quired for metaphysical certainty; and for this reason the renunciation 
of beliefs is of great value to those who are capable of such clear 
knowledge and yet do not yet possess it, But as has become clear in the 
event, our critic will not find the exercise to be of such value — indeed | 
think he should studiously avoid it. 

“Or will you renounce the belief that “thinking, nutrition and sensation 
do not in any way belong to the body but belong to the mind” My critic 
reports this belief as if it were mine, and implies at the same time that it is 
so certain that it could not possibly be called into doubt by anyone. But 
one of the most notable points in my Meditations is that | refer nutrition 
to the body alone, not to the mind or to that part of man which thinks.! 
This one error proves three things clearly: first, my critic wholly fails to 
understand the Meditations, although he has undertaken to refute them; 
second, he has been confused by the fact that in the Second Meditation I 
referred nutrition to the soul in the course of quoting the common 
opinion;* and in the third place he himself regards as indubitable many 
beliefs which should not be accepted without examination. At the end, 
however, he finally reaches a conclusion which is wholly true when he 
says that in all these matters he has ‘merely displayed his weakness of 
mind’ 

1 CE above Med. 1, p. 18: Med. vi, p. 58. 2 Above p.17, 3 Above p. 378. 
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§2. WE PREPARE TO FIND THE WAY INTO THE METHOD 


‘After renouncing all my former beliefs’, you say, ‘I begin to philosophize 
as follows: | am; 1 am thinking. | am, so long as J am thinking. This 
proposition, “I exist’, is necessarily true whenever it is put forward by 
me or conceived in my mind.”! 

This is excellent, my distinguished friend! You have found your 
‘Archimedean point’,? and without doubt you can now move the world if 
you so wish. Look: the whole earth is already shaking. But since, | gather, 
you are cutting everything back to the bone, so that your method may 
include only what fits and is coherent and necessary, may l ask why you 
refer to the mind (J mean in the phrase ‘whenever it is conceived in my 
mind’)? Did you not banish both mind and body? But perhaps this phrase 
slipped in by accident. And if it is so hard, even for an expert, to forget 
altogether the things we have been accustomed to accept since childhood, 
then even a raw beginner like myself need not despair, should | happen to 
stumble. But please continue. 

‘| will therefore go back’, you say, ‘and meditate on what | originally 
believed myself to be, before | embarked on this present train of thought. 
I will then subtract anything capable of being weakened, even mini- 
mally, by the arguments now introduced, so that what is left at the end 
may be exactly and only what is certain and unshakeable.” 

Before you proceed, shall | venture to ask you a question? Since you 
have solemnly renounced all your former beliefs as doubtful and false, 
why do you want to look at them again, as if you hoped to salvage 
something certain from the rags and tatters? What if your ‘original beliefs 
about yourself’ were wrong? Indeed, given that everything which you 
recently abjured was doubtful and uncertain (otherwise why did you 
abjure it?), how can it be that these beliefs should now cease to be 
doubtful and uncertain — unless your renunciation of your beliefs was 
like Circe’s drug or some cleansing solution?’ But I prefer to admire and 
respect your plan. People who show their friends round palaces and 
castles often enter through a private side-door rather than the main 
entrance. So I shall follow you even through underground passages, so 
long as | can hope to reach the truth eventually. 

“What then did I formerly think | was?’, you ask. ‘A man’? 


x Ch above p.17. 2 Cf above p.16. 3 Above p. 17. 

4 Circe’s drug changed men into animals. Bourdin wants to know how renouncing a belief 
can change its nature, or alter it from dirty (doubtful) to clean (certain). 

5 Above p. 17. 
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Permit me here to admire your skill once again. In order to discover 
what is certain, you make use of what is doubtful. To bring us out into 
the light, you order us down into the darkness. Do you want me to reflect 
on what I originally believed myself to be? Do you want me to put on 
once more the ragged old cloak which I renounced some time ago, and 
say again ‘I am a man’? But what if Pythagoras or one of his disciples 
were present, and told you that he used to be a cockerel? This is not to 
mention madmen, fanatics or other sorts of raving or deranged people. 
However, you are a skilled and experienced guide who knows all the 
twists and turns of the way, and so I shall not despair. 

‘What is a man?’, you go on to ask. 

If you want me to answer, let me first ask a question. Which man are 
you asking about, and what exactly are you asking when you ask what a 
man is? Do you mean the man I formerly imagined I was and believed 
myself to be ~ the man I now maintain I am hot, since renouncing my 
beliefs, thanks to you? If this is the man you are asking about, the man 
whom I used to have such a mistaken conception of, then he is some kind 
of compound of soul and body. Is my answer adequate? | think so, in 
view of your next question.! 


[Descartes] 
COMMENTS 

‘I begin to philosophize as follows: “lam; [am thinking. Lam, so long as 
Lam thinking”.’ Note that my critic here admits that ] have made my first 
step in philosophizing, and for the first time established a proposition as 
firm, by recognizing my own existence. This shows that when he 
elsewhere pretends that my first step was a positive or definite renuncia- 
tion of all my beliefs, he is saying the opposite of what he really believes. I 
will not comment further on the subtlety with which he portrays me as 
beginning to philosophize with the words ‘I am; I am thinking etc.’ For 
even if I say nothing, his sincerity can be recognized throughout. 

‘Why do you refer to the mind (in the phrase “‘whenever it is conceived 
in my mind”)? Did you not banish both mind and body?’ I have already 
pointed out how my critic seizes on the word ‘mind’ to construct his 
quibbles. But ‘it is conceived in the mind’ here means simply ‘it is thought 
of’; and hence he is incorrect in supposing that I am referring to the 
‘mind’ qua part of a man. Moreover, even though I have previously 
ejected body and mind, together with everything else, as being doubtful 
or not yet clearly perceived by me, this does not prevent my re-adopting 

t See below p. 325. 
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these items later on, if it happens that I perceive them clearly. But our 
critic does not grasp this, since he thinks that doubt is something that 
inheres in the object doubted, and is inseparable from it. For shortly 
afterwards he asks ‘How can it be that these same beliefs’ (ie. those 
which were previously doubtful) ‘should now cease to be doubtful and 
uncertain?” He wants me solemnly to forswear these beliefs and he 
‘admires my skill in making use of what is doubtful in order to discover 
what is certain’, etc. This is to suggest that | made it a basic principle of 
my philosophy that everything doubtful should be regarded as false for 
all time. 

‘Do you want me to reflect on what I originally believed myself to be? 
Do you want me to put on once more the ragged cloak’, etc.? Here | shall 
employ an everyday example to explain to my critic the rationale for my 
procedure, so as to prevent him misunderstanding it, or having the gall to 
pretend he does not understand is, in future. Suppose he had a basket full 
of apples and, being worried that some of the apples were rotten, wanted 
to take out the rotten ones to prevent the rot spreading. How would he 
proceed? Would he not begin by tipping the whole lot out of the basket? 
And would not the next step be to cast his eye over each apple in turn, 
and pick up and put back in the basket only chose he saw to be sound, 
leaving the others? In just the same way, those who have never 
philosophized correctly have various opinions in their minds which they 
have begun to store up since childhood, and which they therefore have 
reason to believe may in many cases be false. They then attempt to 
separate the false beliefs from the others, so as to prevent their 
contaminating the rest and making the whole lot uncertain. Now the best 
way they can accomplish this is to reject all their beliefs together in one 
go, as if they were all uncertain and false. They can then go over each 
belief in turn and re-adopt only those which they recognize to be true and 
indubitable. Thus I was right to begin by rejecting all my beliefs; and 
later on, noticing that there was nothing which I could know more 
certainly or more evidently than that ! existed so long as 1 was thinking, | 
was right to make this my first assertion. Finally, I was right to go on to 
ask what I had originally believed myself to be; my purpose was not to 
continue to believe all my former opinions concerning myself, but to 
re-adopt any beliefs which I perceived to be true, reject any that were 
false, and reserve for subsequent examination any that were uncertain. 
This makes it clear that my critic’s remarks about my ‘skill? in making 
what is uncertain yield certainties and my ‘method of dreaming? (as he 


482. calls it below)! are quite beside the point. And what he goes on to say 


1 Cf. above p. 323, and below p. 335. 
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about Pythagoras and the cockere!, and facetious comments in the two 
following paragraphs concerning other people’s views on the nature of 
the body and soul, are similarly quite irrelevant. It was not my intention 
to make a survey of all the views anyone else had ever held on these 
matters, nor was there any reason why I should have done so. | confined 
myself to what | had originally believed quite spontaneously and with 
nature as my guide, and to the commonly held views of others, 
irrespective of truth or falsity; for my purpose in making the survey was 
not to adopt these beliefs, but merely to examine them. 


[Bourdin} 
§3. WHATIS A BODY? 


‘What is a body?’, you ask. ‘What did I formerly understand by “a 
body’??? 

Do not be offended if I keep a constant look out and if at every step I 
am afraid of falling into a trap. May | inquire what body you are asking 
about? Is it the body which I formerly conceived of as consisting of 
various definite properties? Yet according to your latest renunciation, I 
must suppose that this conception was incorrect. Or is it some other body 
that you mean, if such there can be? But how do Lknow? | am in doubt as 
to whether there can be such a body or not. But if your question concerns 
the former type of body, then I can answer without difficulty: ‘by a body I 
understood whatever has a determinable shape and a definable location 
and can occupy space in such a way as to exclude any other body; it can 
be perceived by the senses, and can be moved by whatever else comes into 
contact with it’! This was my previous conception of a body, which led 
me to call a ‘body’ whatever possessed the properties just listed; but I did 
not go on to infer that nothing but this could be, or be called, ‘a body’, Ir 
is one thing to say ‘by a body | understood this or that’, and another to 
say ‘by a body I understood nothing but this or that’. If, however, your 
question concerns some other kind of body, then I shall reply by 
following the views of contemporary philosophers (since it is not so 
much my own opinions that you are asking for, as what anyone may 
happen to believe). By a body | understand whatever has a definable 
location, like a stone, or whatever is confined within that location in such 
a way that it is wholly present throughout the entire location and wholly 
present in any one part of it, like the indivisible constituents of a quantity 
or a stone or whatever. This is what some recent writers have proposed, 
on analogy with the indivisibility of angels or souls; and their doctrine 

1 Med. 1, above p. 17. 
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has found some favour, at least in their own eyes, as we can see in the 
case of Oviedo.’ They assert further that a body is that which is extended, 
either actually, like a stone, or virtually, like the indivisible constituents 
just mentioned; further, it may be divisible into several parts, like a stone, 
or may be incapable of division like the aforementioned indivisible 
constituents. It can also be moved by another body, as in the case of a 
stone which is propelled upwards, or can move by itself, like a stone 
falling downwards. Again it can have sensations, as a dog does, or think, 
as an ape does, or imagine, as a mule does. Previously on coming across 
anything which moved (either on its own or because of something else), 
or which had sensation or imagination or thought, then, in the absence of 
any reason to the contrary, i called it a ‘body’ — and indeed | still do so. 

‘But this is quite wrong’, you say. ‘For according to my judgement the 
power of self-movement, like the power of sensation or thought, was 
quite foreign to the nature of a body.” 

According to your judgement? Since you say so, | believe you: thoughts 
are free. But in taking this view you were also conceding that everyone 
else is free to choose his own view and | cannot believe that you are the 
sort of person who can have wanted to be the arbiter of all thoughts, 
rejecting some and approving others. So unless you had some simple and 
reliable rule which you omitted to mention when you ordered us to 
renounce all our beliefs, | shall make use of the freedom that nature has 
given us. You talk about your ‘former judgements’; well, I also had my 
own ‘former judgements’. I judged one way and you another; we may 
both have been wrong. But certainly there must have been an element of 
doubt in both our views, given that you and I were required, when we 
embarked on the method, to divest ourselves of our old opinions. So, to 
cut short the dispute, if you want to define a ‘body’ in the special sense 
employed in the first definition given above, then I have no objection; 
indeed, | readily accept this account, provided you remember that your 
definition does not cover every ‘body’ in the general sense, but only a 
specific kind of body, as conceived by you. You have left out other sorts 
of body whose existence, or possibility, is, in the opinion of the learned, a 
matter of dispute; we certainly cannot decide for certain whether they are 
capable of existing or not — or at least not with the kind of certainty that 
you require. Thus it is still doubtful and uncertain whether the definition 


Francisco de Oviedo (1601-51), a Spanish Jesuit who taught at Madrid. His Integer 
Cursus Philosophicus (‘Complete Course in Philosophy’) was published in France in 
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of body so far arrived at is correct or not. But go ahead, if you wish, and | 
shall follow gladly. Indeed, to foilow you will be happiness itself for me, 
so attracted am | by this new and unheard of hope of deriving certain 
results from what is uncertain. 


(Descartes] 
COMMENTS 

‘Have sensations, as a dog does, or think, as an ape does, or imagine, as a 
mule does’. Here my critic is laying the ground for a battle about 
terminology. To enable him to show that | was wrong in locating the 
difference between the mind and the body in the fact that the former 
thinks, whereas the latter does not think but is extended, he says that he 
uses the term ‘body’ to include everything that has sensations or imagines 
or thinks. Well, let him even use the term ‘mule’ or ‘ape’ for these things, 
if he likes. If he can ever succeed in getting the new terms accepted into 
ordinary usage, then | shall agree to use them in his sense. But in the 
meantime, he has no right to complain thar I use the recognized terms. 


([Bourdin] 
§4. WHATIS THE SOUL? 


‘What is the soul?’, you ask. ‘What did I formerly understand by “soul”? 
Either I did not think about its nature, or I imagined it to be something 
tenuous like a wind or fire or ether, which permeated my more solid 
parts. And it was to this soul that I referred nutrition and movement and 
sense-perception and thinking.”! 

A very full statement. But you will, | suppose, permit me to ask you 
some questions here. When you ask about the soul,? are you asking us to 
give our former opinions, the beliefs we have long held about it? 

‘Yes’, you reply. 

But do you think that our former views were correct, so that your 
method is unnecessary? Has everyone kept to the right road despite all 
the mists of doubt? The opinions of philosophers concerning the soul are 
so various and so conflicting that | cannot sufficiently admire the skill 
which you confidently believe will enable you to distil a reliable and 
wholesome medicine from such a murky sediment. Yet we can produce a 


1 Cf. Med. u, above p. 17. 

2 Lat. animus. Traditionally this term was used to denote the rational soul or intellect, 
while anima was used for the soul sénzpliciter. Bourdin, however, appears to use the two 
terms interchangeably. 
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healing drug even from the venom of a viper. Do you then wish me to add 
to your own views on the soul by introducing the actual or possible 
opinions of others? You do not require me to say whether they are 
correct or not; it is enough that those who hold such opinions think that 
they could never be made to abandon them by any argument, no matter 
how powerful. Some people, then, will say that ‘soul’ is the name for a 
specific kind of body. Why are you amazed? This is their view; and they, 
at least, consider that it has some plausibility. They describe it as a body, 
and that includes whatever is extended, has three dimensions and is 
divisible into definite parts. And when, in the case of a horse, for 
example, they see something extended and divisible, ie. flesh, bones and 
that external structure which impinges upon our senses, they conclude, 
with strong arguments to back them up, that in addition to this structure 
there is something internal, something tenuous, which permeates the 
outer structure and extends through it; this something has three dimen- 
sions and is divisible, so chat when a foot is cut off, part of the internal 
element is also lost. They thus take the horse to be composed of two 
extended, three-dimensional and divisible things — two bodies — which, in 
view of the difference between them, we distinguish by employing 
different names. One component, namely the external one, retains the 
name ‘body’, while the internal element is called the ‘soul’. As far as 
sense-perception, imagination and thought are concerned, those who 
hold the view under discussion think that the power of perceiving 
through the senses, thinking and imagining, resides in the soul, or inner 
body, although some relation to the external body, without which 
sense-perception cannot occur, is also involved. There are various 
different views and suggestions on this, which I have no need to go over 
individually, but at least some people will be found to take the view that 
all souls are exactly as described above. 

‘Away with this impiety’, you reply. 

Impious it certainly is. But why then do you raise the question? How 
will you deal with atheists, or with those men of the flesh whose very 
thought is so fixed on filth that their senses are aware of nothing but body 
and flesh? Since your method is intended to establish and demonstrate 
that the soul of man is incorporeal and spiritual, you should certainly not 
Presuppose your desired result; rather, you should expect to have 
opponents who will deny it, or who, if only for the sake of arguing, will 
repeat the views described above. Suppose, then, that one of these 
adversaries presents himself, and when you ask “What is the soul?” replies 
‘The soul is something corporeal — something tenuous and rarefied which 
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sensory awareness, imagination and thought. There are thus three grades 
of being whose existence we are investigating: first the body; second, the 
corporeal, or the soul; and third, the mind or spirit. And these three 
grades of being may be referred to by the terms body, soul and mind 
respectively.’ Suppose, I repeat, that someone answers your question in 
this way. Will this reply be adequate? But I do not wish to anticipate the 
results to which your skill will lead us; my role is to follow you. And so 
you move on to the next stage. 


[Descartes] 
COMMENTS 


‘Yes’, you reply. Here, as almost everywhere else, my critic represents me 
as answering him with comments that are wholly at variance with my 
true views. But it would be too tedious to list all his fabrications. 
‘Since your method is intended to demonstrate that the soul of man is 
incorporeal, you should certainly not presuppose your desired result.’ 
My critic here dishonestly pretends that 1 presupposed what | ought to 
have proved; but this is not true. All the fabrications of this kind which 
he constructs so freely and which cannot be supported with any but the 


thinnest of arguments, deserve no response, except to say that they are | 


false. As for what should be termed ‘body’, or ‘soul’ or ‘mind’, my 
discussion made no reference whatever to this. | gave an account of two 
things, namely that which thinks and that which is extended, and I 
proved that everything else may be referred to these two. | also 
established by my arguments that they are two substances which are 
really distinct one from the other. However, | did call one of the 
substances ‘mind’ and the other ‘body’; if my critic-does not like these 
terms, he may employ others, and I shall not complain. 


[Bourdin] 
§5. WE ATTEMPT TO FIND A WAY INTO THE METHOD 


‘Good’, you say; ‘the foundations have been successfully laid. i am, so 
long as I think. This is certain and unshakeable. Now I can start to build, 
but I must take great care that the evil demon does not impose on me. | 
am. But what am 1? Undoubtedly | am one of the things | formerly 
believed myself to be. I believed myself to be a man, and I believed that a 
man possesses a body and a soul. Am I then a body? Or am La mind? A 
body is an extended thing, with a definite location, impenetrable and 
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visible. Are any of these properties to be found in me? Extension? How 
could this be found in me, since it does not exist at all? I renounced it at 
the outset. What about tangibility and visibility? 1 might think that I can 
be seen or that I can touch myself, and yet in fact | am neither seen nor 
touched: I decided this when | made my renunciation of beliefs. What 
then am 1? { concentrate, I think, | turn things over and over in my mind, 
but nothing occurs to me. I am tired of going over the same ground. I find 
in myself none of the attributes which belong to a body. lam not a body. 
And yet lL exist, and | know that I exist; and so long as | know that ! exist 
lam not aware of anything belonging to the body. Am I therefore a 
mind? What attributes did I formerly believe to belong to the mind? Is 
any of them to be found in me? | formerly supposed thinking to belong to 
the mind. But wait: | am thinking. Eureka, eureka! | exist, | am thinking. 
[exist so long as I am thinking; | am a thinking thing, | am a mind, 
intellect, reason.' Here then is my method, the method that has enabled 
me to advance so successfully. Follow me, if you please.’ 

O fortunate man, to emerge from such darkness into the light almost at 
one single leap! But please give me your hand and steady my tottering 
steps as | tread in your footprints. I shall follow you, word for word, but, 
acknowledging my limitations, | shall go a little slower. ‘I am, | am 
thinking. But what am I? Am I any of the things which I formerly 
believed myself to be?” But was I right in my former beliefs? That is 
uncertain. I have renounced all doubtful matters, and | am considering 
them as false. So 1 was not correct in my beliefs. 

‘On the contrary’, you shout. ‘Here you may tread firmly.’ 

Tread firmly? But everything is unstable. What if lam something else? 

“You are too scrupulous’, you reply. ‘Either you are a body, or a mind.’ 

Very well — though I am still tottering. Please take my hand, for | 
hardly dare to step forward. What if 1 am a soul, i ask you? What if lam 
something else? I do not know. 

‘No matter’, you say. “You are either a body or a mind.’ 

So be it. Either | am a body or a mind. But surely { am the former? | 
will undoubtedly turn out to be a body if I find in myself anything which I 
formerly believed to belong to the body. And yet | fear that my beliefs 
may not have been correct. 

“Courage! Fear nothing!’, you reply. 

With your encouragement, then, I venture to proceed. | had formerly 
supposed that thinking was something belonging to the body. But wait: I 
am thinking. Eureka, eureka. | am, | am thinking. lam a thinking thing, | 
am something corporeal; | am extension, something divisible, words 

x This paragraph is loosely based on Med. 11, above p. 18. 
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whose meaning I have been ignorant of until now.’ Why are you angry? 
Why do you push away the hand I am holding out to you? I have reached 
the bank and am standing on the same shore as you, thanks to you and 
the renunciation of beliefs which you have ordained. 

‘This is all wrong’, you say. 

Why? What have I done wrong? 

“Your former belief that thinking is something belonging to the body 
was incorrect. You should have believed that it is something belonging to 
the mind.” 

But why did you not warn me at the outset? When you saw that I was 
all keyed up and ready to renounce my former beliefs, why did you not 
tell me to keep this one belief, to take from you a special certificate 
bearing the words “Ibinking is something that belongs to the mind’? Well, 
I must take all the credit for warning you to stress this maxim when 
dealing with your next batch of beginners: take care to remind them not 
to renounce it along with such former beliefs as “Two and three make 
five.’ Yet | cannot readily guarantee that they will obey you. Each person 
has his own views, and you will not find many disciples to accept the 
maxim as uncomplainingly as the disciples of Pythagoras who were 
satisfied with ‘these our master’s words’. Suppose some of your followers 
deny the maxim or stubbornly persist in their former opinion: what will 
you do? But without calling others in, | will put the point to you. You 
promise us that you will establish by strong arguments that the human 
soul is not corporeal but wholly spiritual; yet if you have presupposed as 
the basic premiss of your proofs the maxim ‘Thinking is a property of the 
mind, or of a wholly spiritual and incorporeal thing’, will it not seem that 
you have presupposed, in slightly different words, the very result that was 
originally in question? If anyone believes that ‘thinking is a property of a 
spiritual and incorporeal thing’, and knows and is conscious that he is 
thinking (for surely no one requires instruction to discover that rich vein 
of thought within him), then could he really be so stupid as to be capable 
of doubting that there is something within him that is spiritual and 
wholly incorporeal? In case you think | am throwing in this objection just 
for the sake of it, there are many people, and serious philosophers at that, 
who claim that the brutes think, and hence regard thought as an attribute 
which, though not common to all bodies, is common to all extended 
souls of the kind which the brutes possess; and this implies that it is 
certainly not a property that uniquely and necessarily belongs to a mind 
or spiritual substance! What, | ask you, will such philosophers say, when 
they are ordered to renounce this opinion and adopt yours, just to please 

1 Bourdin parodies Descartes’ words at Med. 1, above p. 18. 
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you? And when you demand acceptance of your view, are you not asking 
a favour, or begging the question? But why should | continue to argue the 
point? If | have made a false step, should I go back and try again? 


[Descartes] 

COMMENTS 
‘But what am I? Undoubtedly I am one of the things I formerly believed 
myself to be.’ Here, as in countless other cases, my critic makes it his 
practice to foist a certain position on me without any pretence of 
accuracy. 

‘I decided this when | made my renunciation of beliefs.’ Here again he 
is inaccurately foisting on me a view which | do not hold. I never drew 
any conclusions from the fact that I had renounced a belief. Indeed, | 
expressly indicated that this was not the case when I said ‘It may perhaps 
be the case that these things which | am supposing to be nothing, because 
they are unknown to me, are in reality identical with the “I” of which I 
am aware,’ etc.! 

‘Am I therefore a mind?’ Again, it is false that l asked whether | was a 
mind; for | had not yet explained what [ understood by the term ‘mind’. 
What | did do was to inquire whether there were in me any of the features 
which I had previously been in the habit of attributing to the soul as 
previously described by me. Now I did not find within me all the 
attributes which | had formerly referred to the soul; the only one I found 
was thought, and hence | did not say I was a soul but merely that I was a 
thinking thing. In applying the term ‘mind’ or ‘intellect’ or ‘reason’ to this 
thinking thing, I did not intend to endow the term ‘mind’ with any more 
weighty significance than the phrase ‘thinking thing’; 1 did not suppose | 
was making some further discovery at which 1 could exclaim with the 
words ‘eureka, eureka’, as my critic here jeeringly and impertinently 
suggests. On the contrary, 1 expressly went on to say that up till now | 
had been ignorant of the meaning of the words ‘mind’, ‘intellect’, etc. 
This puts it beyond doubt that by these words I understood exactly and 
only what is conveyed by the term ‘thinking thing’. 

“LE was not correct in my former belief. “On the contrary”, you shout.’ 
Again, the implication is utterly false. At no point did I ever suppose that 
my previous beliefs were true; | merely examined them to see whether 
they were true. 

‘Either lam a body ora mind.’ Again, it is false that I ever asserted this. 

t Above p. 18. 
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‘Your former belief that thinking was something belonging to the body 
was incorrect. You should have believed that it is something belonging to 
the mind. It is also false that | made this claim. As far as lam concerned, 
my critic is quite at liberty to say, if he wishes, that the term ‘body’ is 
more appropriate for a thing that thinks than the term ‘mind’; he will 
have to argue this out with the grammarians, not with me. But if he 
pretends that | meant anything more by the term ‘mind’ than I did by the 
term ‘thinking thing’, then a firm denial on my part is in order. And this 
also applies to the passage a little later on where he says, ‘If you have 
presupposed that thinking is a property of the mind, or of a wholly 
spiritual and incorporeal thing, then are you not asking a favour, or 
begging the question?’! | deny that | in any way presupposed thar the 
mind is incorporeal; though later on, in the Sixth Meditation, I did in fact 
demonstrate as much. 

However, it is tiresome for me to have to intervene so frequently to 
prove that my critic has falsified my position. From now on | shail 
conceal my feelings and be a silent spectator of his tricks, right up to the 
end. Yet it is embarrassing to see a Reverend Father so obsesscd with the 
desire to quibble that he is driven to play the buffoon. In presenting 
himself as hesitant, slow and of meagre intellect, he seems eager to 


imitate not so much the clowns of Roman comedy like Epidicus and . 


Parmenon as the cheap comedian of the modern stage who aims to 
attempt to raise a laugh by his own ineptitude. 


(Bourdin] 
§6. ASECOND ATTEMPT TO FIND 
A WAY INTO THE METHOD 

‘Very well, try again’, you say, ‘provided you follow closely in my steps.’ 

I shall walk exactly where you tread. Start again, | beg you. 

‘Lam thinking’, you say. 

So am 1. 

‘{ exist’, you continue, ‘so long as 1 am thinking.’ 

The same is true of me. 

‘But what am 1?’, you now ask. 

A wise question! This is what I am after, and | will gladly join in asking 
what I am. 

You go on ‘What did | formerly believe myself to be?* What was my 
former view of myself?’ 

Please do not repeat yourself. 1 have heard all this already. Yet help me, 
i beg you. | cannot see where to tread amid such darkness. 

x Cf above pp. 331f. 2 Cf. Med. 11, above p. 17. 


J 


493 


KK 


494 


334 Objections and Replies 


(Bourdin] 

“Repeat after me’, you say. “Tread where | tread. What did | formerly 
believe myself to be?’ 

‘Formerly?’ Was there a former time? Did I have former beliefs? 

“Now you have gone astray’, you object. 

No; you yourself, if | may say so, have gone astray in mentioning 
‘former’ beliefs. | have renounced all my former beliefs; ‘formerly’ has 
become nothing; it no longer exists. But you are a kindly guide; you take 
my hand and pull me along. 

‘Lam thinking’, you say. ‘] exist.’ 

Yes; 1 am thinking, | exist. | am holding onto this, but it is all that | 
have. Beyond this there is nothing, there has never been anything. 

“‘Bravol’, you say. “But what did you formerly believe about yourself?’ 

I think you want to test me here, and to see whether J have spent fifteen 
days or a whole month on the beginner’s exercise of renouncing beliefs, 
But although I have only spent an hour here with you, my mental 
concentration has been enormous, and a brief but intensive effort is 
surely equivalent to a longer but less concentrated one. So | have, in 
effect, spent a month — even a year, if you wish. Here you are then: | am 
thinking; I exist. There is nothing further. | have renounced everything. 

‘But recollect’, you say; ‘try to remember.’ 

What do you mean by ‘recollect’? Granted, | think that | have thought 
in the past. But does the mere fact that I think that | have thought entail 
that I have in fact always thought in the past? 

“You are too timid’, you reply. “You are frightened of a shadow. Start 
again: | am thinking.’ 

Unhappy man that | am! The darkness closes in on me, and now | 
cannot even clearly discern the ‘I am thinking’ that was so clearly 
apparent to me a moment ago. | am dreaming that | am thinking. Solam 
not thinking. 

‘No’, you reply. ‘If someone is dreaming, then he is thinking.’ 

I see a ray of light. Dreaming is thinking, and thinking is dreaming. 

“Certainly not’, you say. “Thinking extends more widely than dream- 
ing. He who is dreaming is thinking; but he who is thinking is not 
dreaming all the time, but may be thinking while awake.’ 

But is this right? Are you dreaming it, or are you really thinking it? If 
you are dreaming that thinking extends more widely, does it follow that 
it really does so? if you wish, | am ready to dream that dreaming extends 
more widely than thinking. But how do you know that thinking extends 
more widely, if there is no thinking, but only dreaming? Suppose that 
whenever you have thought that you were thinking while awake, you 
were not really thinking while awake, but merely dreaming that you were 
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thinking while awake? What if dreaming is a single operation which 
enables you sometimes to dream that you are dreaming, and at other 
times to dream that you are thinking while awake? What will you do 
now? Since you are silent, are you prepared to listen to me? We should 
look for another ford; this one is so unreliable and treacherous that I am 
utterly amazed that you have just tried to show me the way across 
without testing it before. So do not ask me what I formerly believed 
myself to be, but what 1 dream that I dreamed myself to be. If you ask me 
this, | shall answer. But to prevent the sleep-talk of dreamers from 
confusing our conversation, I shall use the language of those who are 
awake, provided you remember that from now on ‘thinking’ means no 
more than ‘dreaming’, and provided you rely on your thoughts no more 
than a dreamer relies on his dreams. Indeed, you must now entitle your 
method the ‘method of dreaming’, and your technique must be governed 
by the supreme principle that ‘in order to reason aright, we must dream’. 
ithink you must approve of my advice, for you go on as follows. 

“What then did I formerly think that 1 was?’! 

Here once again is the rock that I bumped into a moment ago. We 
must both take care. So, may | inquire why, before asking this question, 
you did not first state the implied premiss ‘I am one of the things that I 
formerly believed myself to be’, or ‘I am what I formerly believed myself 
to be’? 

‘There is no need’, you reply. 

Excuse me, but there is every need, or else what is the point of all the 
work you put in to find out what you formerly believed yourself to be? 
Suppose it is possible that you are not any of the things you formerly 
believed yourself to be? Suppose, as in the case of Pythagoras, you are 
something else? Will it not then be pointless for you to ask what you 
formerly believed yourself to be? 

‘But the premiss “I am one of the things that | formerly believed myself 
to be” is an old belief that I have now renounced’, you reply. 

It certainly is, if you have renounced all your beliefs. But what can you 
do? Either you must grind to a halt at this point, or you must make use of 
this premiss. 

‘No’, you say. “We must try again and use a different route. Well then: 
lam either a body or a mind. Am 1 a body?” 

Please stop. How do you know you are either a body or a mind, since 
you have renounced both body and mind? What if you are neither a body 
nor a mind but a soul, or something else? How am | to know the answer? 
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the answer, I should not be finding things such hard work. 1 would not 
like you to think that it was merely for the sake of an outing or a stroll 
that I came to these shores of renunciation which are so full of terror and 
darkness. it is only the hope of certainty that attracts me, or drives me on. 

‘Let us start again, then’, you say. ‘I am either a body, or else 
something that is a non-body, something incorporeal.’ 

You are now taking another, quite different, route. But is what you say 
certain? 

“Very certain and necessary’, you reply. 

But why did you renounce it? Was I not right to worry that we should 
have retained some beliefs, and that you might have carried your 
distrustful attitude too far? But let us admit that what you say is certain. 
What now? 

‘Am la body?’, you continue. ‘Do I find in myself any of the things 
which I formerly believed to belong to a body?’ 

Here is another stumbling block. We shall certainly trip over it unless 
you make explicit the striking and remarkable presupposition involved: 
‘My former beliefs regarding what pertains to a body were correct’ or 
“Nothing belongs to a body apart from what 1 formerly understood to 
belong to it.’ 

“Why this?’ you ask. 

Because if your former view of the body left anything out, or if your 
beliefs about it were wrong (for ‘being human you must not consider that 
anything human is foreign to your nature’},' then all this labour of yours 
will have been utterly pointless, and you will have every reason to fear 
ending up in the position of the peasant I heard of recently. The fellow 
had just seen a wolf for the first time, though from a long way off, and 
stopped to ask his master, a well-born young man whom he was 
following, about what he had seen: ‘What is it?? he asked. ‘It is 
undoubtedly an animal — it moves and walks. But what animal can it be? 
It must be one of those I know already. What are they? Ox, horse, goat 
and donkey. Is it an ox? No; it does not have horns. Is it a horse? No; its 
tail is not big enough. Is it a goat? A goat has a beard, but this animal 
does not, so it is not a goat. So it must be a donkey, since it is not an ox or 
a horse or a goat!’ Why do you laugh? Wait for the end of the story. 
‘Come now’, said the young master, ‘you may just as well conclude that 
it is a horse as a donkey. Look: is it an ox? No; it does not have horns. Is 
it a donkey? Certainly not: I sce no ass’s ears. Is it a goat? No; it has no 
beard. So it is a horse.’ The peasant was a little upset by this new analysis, 
and exclaimed ‘Wait: it is not an animal. For the animals I know are the 


1 A reference to Terence, Heauton Timorurmenos, 1, i, 25. 
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ox, the horse, the goat and the donkey. It is not an ox, or a horse, ot a 
goat, or a donkey. And so’ (jumping up and down in triumph) ‘it is not 
an animal; and hence it is something that is a non-animal!’ What a sturdy 
philosopher we have here, trained not in the Lyceum but in the cow-pen! 
Do you want to make the same blunder as he does? 

‘Enough’, you say. ‘I see the point. The false presupposition in the 
peasant’s mind (though he did not state it explicitly) was “I am 
acquainted with all the animals there are”, or “There are no animals 
apart from those | know”. But what has this to do with our enterprise?” 

The two cases are as alike as peas in a pod. Admit it: there is a 
concealed premiss in your mind which you have failed to mention, viz. ‘I 
know everything which relates, or can possibly relate, to the body’ or 
‘Nothing belongs to the body apart from what I formerly understood to 
belong to it.’ But suppose that your previous knowledge did not include 
everything that belongs to the body; suppose you left out even one thing; 
suppose that you attributed to the mind something which really belongs 
to the body or to a corporeal thing like the soul; suppose you were wrong 
in separating thought, sensation and imagination from the body or the 
corporeal soul: if you have the least suspicion that you may have 
committed any of these errors, should you not be worried about ending 
up like the peasant, so that any conclusion you draw may be invalid? 
Even though you try to drag me along with you | will obstinately stay put 
and not move a single pace forward unless you remove this difficulty. 

‘Let us go back and try to find a third way in’, you reply. ‘Let us try 
every entrance, every pathway; every detour and every bypass.’ 

Very well, but on condition that if any doubt arises we do not merely 
snip at it, but chop it right back. Lead on, please; but I will insist on 
radical pruning. You go on as follows. 


§7. A THIRD ATTEMPT TO FIND A WAY IN 


‘lam thinking’, you say. 

I deny it; you are dreaming that you are thinking. 

‘T call chat “thinking”’, you reply. 

You are wrong to do so. |, at least, call a spade a spade. You are 
dreaming, I grant you that. Proceed. 

‘T exist, so long as | am thinking’, you say. 

Very well. Since you want to put it that way, I will not argue. 

‘This is certain and evident’, you continue. 

No: you merely dream that it is certain and evident. 

‘But at least it is certain and evident to the dreamer’, you insist. 
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No: it only seems or appears certain, but it is not really so. 

‘But Edo not doubt it’, you insist. 1 am conscious of it, and the demon 
cannot deceive me here, however hard he tries.’ 

I deny this. You are dreaming that you are conscious of it, that you do 
not doubt it, that it is evident to you. There is a wide difference between, 
on the one hand, something’s seeming certain and evident to someone 
who is dreaming (or even awake) and, on the other hand, something’s 
being certain and evident to one who is dreaming or awake. This is an 
impasse: we cannot go any further. We must look for another approach, 
if we are not to live out our lives in a dream. You must give us something 
to go on: if there is to be a harvest, the seed must first be sown. But 
proceed, since you are so certain. 

‘What did I formerly believe myself to be?’, you ask. 

Abandon ‘formerly’: that road is blocked! How often have | told you 
that these old pathways are blocked off? You exist so long as you are 
thinking, and you are certain that you exist so long as you are thinking. I 
repeat: ‘so long as you are thinking’. The past is wholly doubtful and 
uncertain; the present is all you have left. Yer still you persevere. Ill 
fortune cannot break you, and I must admire you for this. 

You go on as follows: ‘I am, I am thinking, | am a thinking thing; there 
is in this “‘me” not one, not a single one, of the things that belong to the 
body or to a corporeal thing.’ 

I deny this. Prove it. 

‘Since the time when | renounced everything, no body exists, no soul, 
no mind — in a word, nothing. And therefore, if I exist, as | am certain 
that I do, | am not a body or anything corporeal.’ 

How glad I am to see you revive, and begin to reason once more and 
slowly recover your old form! Step forward then; this way we shall find a 
quicker way out of the labyrinth, and since you are free with your 
arguments, I shall be even freer. | deny both your antecedent and your 
consequent, and I also deny that the antecedent entails the consequent. 
Please do not be amazed; there is a solid basis for what I say. I deny that 
your antecedent entails the consequent because you could just as well 
prove the opposite result, as follows: ‘Since the time when I renounced 
everything, no mind exists, no soul, no body — in a word, nothing. And 
therefore if I exist, as | am certain that I do, Lam not a mind.’ Here is the 
rotten kernel of your argument, and you will recognize just how bad itis 
from what follows. Meanwhile, consider whether next time you would 
do better to draw the following conclusion from your antecedent: 
“Therefore if | exist, as Ido, lam nothing.’ Surely, either you were wrong 
to assert the antecedent, or else your assertion of it is vitiated by the 
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subsequent introduction of the conditional ‘if 1 exist’. Hence I deny the 
antecedent ‘since the time when I renounced everything, no body exists, 
no soul, no mind, nor anything else’. And | am quite right to deny it. 
Your renunciation of everything is either a mistake or else it does not 
include absolutely everything (how could it, since in making the renun- 
ciation, you yourself must necessarily exist?). Let me now answer you 
more precisely. When you say ‘Nothing exists, no body, no soul, no 
mind’, etc. you have two alternatives. First, you could exclude yourself 
when you assert the proposition ‘Nothing exists’, etc. and take it to mean 
‘Nothing exists except for me.” You must necessarily do this if this 
proposition of yours is to stand and continue to do so; for this is exactly 
what we are commonly told in logic in connection with propositions like 
‘Every proposition written in this book is false’ or ‘1 am lying’, and many 
more, which must exclude themselves from what they assert. Alterna- 
tively, you could include yourself and be prepared not to exist while you 
make your renunciation and say “Nothing exists’, etc. If you take the first 
alternative, then the proposition ‘Since the time when I renounced 
everything, nothing exists’, etc. cannot stand. For you exist, and are 
something, and necessarily you are either a body or a soul or a mind or 
something else. If you take the second alternative, you are in error — 
indeed your error is twofold. First, you are attempting the impossible and 


trying to be nothing when you are something; and second, you are 


refuting your own proposition in your consequent when you say “Hence 
if | exist, as | do’, etc. For how can it be that you exist, if nothing exists? 
And so long as you maintain that nothing exists, how can you maintain 
that you exist? And if you maintain that you exist, will you not be 
refuting the claim which you just made that nothing exists, etc.? Thus 
your antecedent is false, and your consequent is false. But you now fight 
back. 

‘When I say “nothing exists”’, you reply, ‘Lam not certain that Lam a 
body or a soul or a mind or anything else. Indeed, | am not certain that 
any other body or soul or mind exists. Hence, in accordance with the law 
of renunciation which states that doubtful matters should be considered 
as false, | shall say and maintain that there is no body or soul or mind or 
anything else. Hence, if I exist, as 1 do, | am not a body.’ 

This is quite splendid. But please allow me to shake out your 
statements one by one and measure and weigh them in turn. | take the 
antecedent first: ‘Nothing exists; | am not certain that | am a body or a 
soul or a mind or anything else.’ Now this may be taken in two distinct 
ways. It could be taken determinately, meaning that you are not certain 
that you are a body or mind or any other specific thing. I accept the 
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antecedent in this form, since this is precisely the question you are 
raising. But it could also be taken indeterminately, as meaning that you 
are not certain that you are a body, soul, mind, or anything else at all. 
And I deny the antecedent in this form. For you exist, you are something, 
and you are necessarily either a body or a soul or a mind or something 
else; and hence you cannot seriously call this into doubt, however much 
the demon may plague you. | now come to the consequent ‘Hence in 
accordance with the law of renunciation I shall say that there is no body 
or soul or mind or anything else’. Again, the consequent may be taken in 
two ways. If it is taken determinately, as meaning that the body, or the 
soul, or the mind, or any other specific thing, does not exist, then | accept 
the consequent. But if it is taken indeterminately, to mean that in a 
general sense neither body nor soul nor mind nor anything else exists, 
then | deny it. In the same way your final conclusion, ‘Hence if | exist, as! 
do, | am not a body’, may be taken in two ways: if it is taken 
determinately | accept it, but if it is taken indeterminately | deny it. Look 
how generous [ am: I have doubled all your propositions. And yet you do 
not despair, but fall back and regroup your forces. How happy you make 
me! 

‘I know I exist’, you say. ‘The next question is what is this “I” that | 
know? If the “I” is understood strictly as we have been taking it, then itis 
quite certain that knowledge of it does not depend on things of whose 
existence I am as yet unaware.! 

What more do you have to say? Is that all? | was expecting you to 
produce some further inference, as you did just now. Perhaps you were 
afraid that the outcome would be no better than before. ft is just like you 
to be so cautious; but let me take up your points one by one. You know 
you exist. Agreed. You then ask what is this ‘P that you know. Quite 
right; I will ask the same question since this is what we have been after 
for some time. The knowledge of this ‘’ that you are asking about does 
not depend on things of whose existence you are still unaware. What am 
Ito say? Your drift is not yet clear enough, and I do not reaily see the 
point of this statement of yours. But if you insist on asking ‘What is this 
“¥? that | know?’, then I shail ask a question. Why do you ask, if you 
know? 

“l know that 1 exist’, you reply, ‘not what | am.’ 

Fine. But how will you discover the nature of the ‘P that exists if not 
from what you formerly knew or will know later on? Surely you will not 
have recourse to what you formerly knew, since all this is full of doubt 
and has been renounced. Therefore you must be relying on what you do 
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not yet know but will know later on. This Suggestion seems to upset you 
greatly, but I do not see why. 

‘I do not yet know that these things exist’, you say. 

Keep up your hopes! You will find out at some time or other. 

‘But what am I to do meanwhile?’, you ask. 

Keep waiting. But I shall not leave you in suspense for long. 1 shall 
make a distinction as before, If you mean that you do not have any 
determinate and clear knowledge of what you are, then agree. But if you 
mean that you do not have some indeterminate and confused knowledge 
of what you are, this I deny. For you know you are something, and that 
you are necessarily either a body or a soul or a mind or something else, 
But what then? Afterwards you will know yourself clearly and determi- 
nately. What will you do now? This one distinction between ‘determi- 
nately’ and ‘indeterminately’ will block your progress for a whole 
century, You must pray for another route, if there is one left. But have 
courage; I have not yet thrown down my weapons. Substantial and novel 
undertakings are often beset with substantial and novel difficulties. 

‘There is still one way left’, you reply. ‘But if there is even the smallest 
obstacle in the way, then that will be the end. I shall retreat, and these 
shores of renunciation will never see me wandering here again. Do you 
want to explore this last avenue with me?’ : 

Very well, but on condition that since this is your last attempt, you are 
ready to see me expend my last remaining energy. Lead on! 


§8. A FOURTH ATTEMPT TO FIND A WAYIN, 
WHICH IS ABANDONED AS HOPELESS 


‘L exist’, you say. 

I deny it. 

‘Lam thinking’, you continue. 

I deny it, 

‘What do you deny?’, you ask. 

I deny that you exist, thar you are thinking. ] am quite well aware of 
what I did when I said “Nothing exists.’ It was a splendid achievement; at 
a stroke I chopped off everything. Nothing exists: you do nor exist, you 
are not thinking. 

‘But | beg you to listen’, you say. ‘I am certain of it, I am conscious of 
it: this is my consciousness — that I exist, that | am thinking,’ 

Even if you put your hand on your heart, even if you swear and 
implore, I shall deny it. Nothing exists; you do not exist; you are not 
thinking; you are not conscious, Here, then, is the problem, which | will 
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now set before you so that you can see it clearly and try to avoid it. If the 
proposition ‘Nothing exists’ is true, then the proposition ‘You do not 
exist and you are not thinking’ is necessarily also true. But you insist that 
the proposition ‘Nothing exists’ is true. Yherefore the proposition “You 
do not exist and you are not thinking’ is also true. 

‘This is excessively rigorous’, you say. “You must be a little less strict. 

Since you ask me, | will grant your request, and more. You exist, | 
allow it; you are thinking, I grant you this. You may even add that you 
are a thinking thing, or a ‘thinking substance’ since you are so fond of 
high-sounding phrases. | am happy with this, and | congratulate you; but 
you may go no further. Yet you insist on going on, and you summon up 
your last reserves of strength. 

‘Lam a thinking substance’, you say. ‘I know that | exist as a thinking 
substance, and 1 know that a thinking substance exists. | also have a clear 
and distinct concept of this thinking substance, and yet | am unaware of 
the existence of any body or of any of the features that belong to the 
concept of a corporeal substance. More than that, body does not exist at 
all; there is no corporeal thing; I have renounced everything. Hence the 
knowledge of my existence or the existence of a thinking thing does not 
depend on the knowledge of bodily existence, or an existing body. 
Therefore since | exist, and exist as a thinking substance, and body does 
not exist, | am not a body. Hence | am a mind. These then are the 
arguments that compel my assent, since there is nothing in them that is 
not both coherent and derived from evident principles in accordance with 
the laws of logic.’ 

What a fine swan-song! But why did you not talk like this before, and 
clearly and unambiguously abandon your programme of renunciation? | 
have good reason to bring a complaint against you for allowing us to 
wander out here for so long and taking us through this trackless and impas- 
sable terrain when you could have brought us to our goal with one single 
step. | could even be very angry and burst out in a fury against you were 
you not a good friend; for you have not dealt so honestly and affably with 
me as you did before, but have reserved something for your own private 
stores without sharing it with me. You are amazed, but | shall not keep 
you guessing for long: here is my chief complaint. A little time ago, just a 
few steps back, you were asking me “What is this “I” that I know?’ Butit 
now turns out that not only do you know what you are, but you havea 
clear and distinct concept of what you are. Either you were concealing 
something and pretending ignorance out of cunning, or you have some 
underground cache of truth and certainty which you are hiding from me. 
Yet if you point out this hidden source to me, | shall be more inclined to 
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question you about it, than to complain. Where, may J ask, did you get 
this clear and distinct concept of a thinking substance? Whether the 
clarity and evidence comes from the words involved or from the thing 
itself, I shall beg you again and again to give me just one glimpse of this 
concept that is so clear and distinct, so that I may revive at the sight of it 
— especially since it is virtually from this concept alone that we expect to 
derive the truth which we are working so hard to discover. 

“Here you are then’, you say. ‘I know for certain that I exist, that lam 
thinking, that I exist as a thinking substance.’ 

Please pause here while I brace myself to grasp such a difficult concept. 
I too know and am well aware that I exist, that [am thinking, that I exist 
as a thinking substance. Now you may continue, if you will. 

‘No; it’s all over’, you say. ‘When I thought that I existed as a thinking 
substance, 1 formed the clear and distinct concept of a thinking sub- 
stance.’ 

Wonderful! What a sharp and subtle person you are! In one single 
instant you manage to penetrate and go right through everything that 
exists and does not exist, and can exist and cannot exist. You form a 
clear and distinct concept of a thinking substance when you clearly and 
distinctly conceive that a thinking substance exists. Does this mean that if 
you clearly know (as you surely do, given your brilliant intellect) that no 
mountain exists without a valley, then without more ado you possess a 
clear and distinct concept of a mountain without a valley? Being ignorant 
of the technique involved, | am amazed at this new achievement. Please 
reveal your skill and show me how this concept can be clear and distinct, 

‘Listen then’, you say. ‘I have a clear and distinct conception of the 
existence of a thinking substance, and | have no conception of anything 
corporeal, or spiritual, or of anything else but a thinking substance — this 
and this alone. Therefore the concept of a thinking substance which | 
have is clear and distinct.’ 

Lhear you, finally, and unless | am mistaken I understand you. This 
concept of yours is clear because you have certain knowledge of it, and it 
is distinct because you are aware of nothing else. Have I put my finger on 
it? I think so, for you go on as follows: ‘This is quite sufficient’, you say, 
‘to enable me to affirm that in so far as | know myself, | am nothing other 
than a thinking thing,’ 

More than sufficient. If | have clearly grasped what you mean, the 
concept of a thinking substance which you form is clear and distinct in so 
far as it represents to you that a thinking substance exists, without your 
having to attend to the body or the soul or the mind, or anything else 
apart from the existence of this substance. And hence you say that you, in 
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so far as you know yourself, are nothing other than a thinking substance, 
and not a body or soul or mind or anything else; thus if you exist in a way 
which exactly corresponds to your knowledge of yourself, you are only a 
thinking substance, and no more. I suppose you are pleased with yourself 
and congratulating yourself, thinking that in producing this unusually 
long summary | am trying to play for time, avoid the battle and leave 
your line of troops unbroken and unchallenged? But my intention is quite 
different. Do you want me, by uttering a single remark, to scatter the 
entire army you have amassed, including the reserves in their serried 
ranks which you have cautiously kept back for the final struggle? In fact] 
shall let fly with three comments, not one, so that not even a single 
messenger will be left to tell the tale of defeat. 

Here is my first comment. The inference from knowledge to existence 
is not a valid one. Meditate on this for two weeks at least, and your 
meditation will bear fruit which you will not be sorry te have, if you then 
cast your eye on the table below. A thinking substance is one which 
understands or wills or doubts or dreams or imagines or has sensory 
perceptions; and hence ail cognitive acts such as understanding, willing, 
imagining and having sensory perceptions come under the common 
definition of thought, or perception, or consciousness. And we call the 
substance in which they inhere a ‘thinking thing’. 


Thinking substance 


i 1 
Corporeal (possessing Incorporeal (not possessing 
and using a body) or using a body) 
Extended and Unextended and God Angel 
divisible indivisible 
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ahorse adog Socrates Plato 


My second point is to remind you of the distinction between determin- 
ately and indeterminately, distinctly and confusedly, explicitly and 
implicitly. This too you should turn over and over in your mind, 
say for a week, {t wil] be worth your while if you apply each of these 
distinctions to your own propositions and make all the appropriate 
divisions and differentiations. | would be happy to do it myself if | were 
not afraid of boring you. Now for my third point: an over-ambitious 
inference fails to establish anything at all. On this occasion, no time for 
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meditation is allowed. The crisis is upon you. Come, consider your 
argument once more, and watch me to see if | cannot make some 
progress in the same direction. ‘I ama thinking thing; I know thatrlama 
thinking substance and that a thinking substance exists. Nevertheless I do 
not yet know that a mind exists. In fact no mind does exist; nothing 
exists, since I have renounced all my beliefs, Therefore the knowledge of 
my existence, or of the existence of a thinking substance, does not depend 
on knowledge of the existence of a mind, or of an existing mind. So since 
lexist, and exist as a thinking thing, and mind does not exist, | am nota 
mind. Therefore | am a body.’ Why do you not speak? Why do you draw 
back? | at any rate have not yet abandoned all hope. Now at last it is your 
turn to follow me. Come, keep up your spirits: I propose to deploy the 
traditional form and method of conducting our reasoning which is fami- 
liar to all the ancients — indeed to absolutely everyone. Please let me do 
this and do not take it amiss, for I have put up with your method, It may 
be that my method will open up a way for us, as often happens when the 
situation is so complex that it has been given up as hopeless. And if it 
does not succeed, then at least we shall be able to use it, as we retire, to 
indicate the faults in your method, if there are any. Here then is your 
argument recast in formal terms, 


§9. WE MAKE A SAFE RETREAT EMPLOYING THE TRADITIONAL 
FORM OF REASONING 


Nothing that is such that I can doubt whether it exists does in fact exist. 

Every body is such that I can doubt whether it exists. 

Therefore no body does in fact exist. 

{do not want to go back over old ground, but is not the major premiss 
your own? The minor is yours as well, so the conclusion is yours too. So I 
will go on. 

No body does in fact exise. 

To proceed: 

Nothing that in fact exists is a body. 

! (i that am a thinking substance) do in fact exist. 

Therefore | (I that am a thinking substance) am not a body. 

Why do you smile? Why does a new springtime of hope blessom on 
your countenance? | think you are pleased with the traditional form of 
reasoning, and the results it has brought us. But now your smile will turn 
to a bitter smile. Substitute ‘mind’ for ‘body’ in the above argument and 
you may validly infer ‘Therefore I (i that am a thinking substance) am not 
a mind’. This is how it goes. 
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Nothing which is such that I can doubt whether it exists does in fact 
exist. 

Every mind is such that I can doubt whether it exists. 

Therefore no mind does in fact exist. 

No mind does in fact exist. 

Therefore nothing that in fact exists is a mind. 

Nothing that in fact exists is a mind. 

I (i that am a thinking substance) do in fact exist. 

Therefore I (I that am a thinking substance) am not a mind. 

What now? The form of argument is sound and valid: it never goes 
wrong, it never produces a false conclusion unless one of the premisses 
happens to be false. And hence any fault you find in the conclusion must 
necessarily arise not from the form of argument but from some false 
assumption in the premisses. Now do you teally think the assumption 
that was the starting point of your entire journey was correct, viz. 
‘Nothing which is such that | can doubt whether it is true or exists is in 
fact true or does in fact exist’? Is this certain? Have you examined it 
sufficiently to be able to place a firm and unconstrained reliance on it? 
Please tell me why you deny the statement ‘I have a body’? Undoubtedly 
you deny it because it seems doubrful to you. But is not the statement ‘I 
do not have a body’ equally doubtful? Could anyone really base his entire 
doctrine and system of knowledge on a proposition which he would be 
sensible to regard as false — especially when he plans to set his system up 
as the dominant one, and impose it on others? But { have said enough. 
This is the final impasse, the end of our wanderings; from now on there is 
nothing I can hope for. So I will now go back to your question ‘Is 
renouncing everything that is doubtful a good method of 
philosophizing?’,' and will give you the free, frank and straightforward 
answers you expect of me. 


[Descartes] 
COMMENTS 

Up till now the Reverend Father has been having some fun at my 
expense. But in what follows he appears to adopt quite a different role 
and attack me in earnest. For the time being, then, 1 will merely record 
my brief observations on his humorous efforts. 

‘Formerly? Was there a former time?’ ‘I am dreaming that I am 
thinking, so I am not thinking.’ These and similar remarks are witticisms 
that are wholly appropriate to the character my critic has assumed. The 


1 See above p. 313. 2 Bourdin’s ‘answers’ appear below, pp. 35 8#. 
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same goes for the solemn question ‘Does thinking extend more widely 
than dreaming?’, the proposed title ‘the method of dreaming’, and the 
principle ‘In order to reason aright we must dream.’! But } do not think I 
in fact provided even the smallest target for this kind of mockery, since | 
expressly indicated that in talking about the beliefs | had renounced | was 
not affirming that they were true but merely that they seemed to be so. 
And so when I raised the question of what | had formerly supposed 
myself to be, | was merely asking what it seemed to me that | had 
formerly thought. And when I said that | was thinking, | did not inquire 
whether | was awake or asleep while | was thinking. | am surprised that 
he dubs my method ‘the method of dreaming’, when it seems, to say the 
least, to have jolted him out of his slumbers. 

My critic’s next piece of reasoning is also well suited to the role he 
has assumed. He thinks that, if 1 am to ask what | formally considered 
myself to be, I should state the implied premiss ‘lam one of the things I 
formerly believed myself to be’, or ‘Iam what} formerly believed myself 
to be.’ And shortly afterwards he insists that in order to raise the question 
of whether I am a body I should make explicit the ‘striking and 
remarkable presupposition involved’, viz. ‘My former beliefs regarding 
what pertains to a body were correct’, or ‘Nothing belongs to a body 
beyond what i formerly understood to belong to it.’ Remarks which are 
manifestly absurd are weil suited to provoke laughter; but it is clear that 
it was both possible and useful for me to raise the question of what I 
formerly believed myself to be, and of whether I was a body, despite the 
fact that I did not know whether | was any of the things I had previously 
believed myself to be, or that my former beliefs were correct, The point of 
raising the question was to enable me to examine what | was with the aid 
of the new perceptions I was now on the verge of achieving; or, if nothing 
else, | should at least realize that this line of inquiry would not enable me 
to discover anything. 

My critic continues to play his comic role outstandingly well when he 
tells the story of the peasant. But what is most laughable here is that he 
thinks the story applies to my words, when in fact it applies only to his 
own. A moment ago he was censuring me for not stating the premiss ‘My 
former beliefs regarding what pertains to a body were correct’, or 
‘Nothing belongs to a body apart from what I formally understood to 
belong to it.’ And yet now he takes this very proposition which he was 
just complaining | had not stated (and which he drew entirely from his 
own imagination) and attacks it, as if | had really put it forward, 
comparing it with the absurd piece of reasoning produced by his 

t Above pp. 344f. 2 Above p. 336. 
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peasant.' In fact | never based my assertion that a thinking thing is not a 
body on the premiss that my former beliefs about the nature of body 
were correct; it was based on the fact that while confining my use of the 
term ‘body’ to designating a thing of which | had sufficient knowledge, 
viz. an extended substance, | recognized a thinking thing to be quite 
different from this. 

Here we have, yet again, the subtle dialogue my critic has already 
produced several times before: *“} am thinking.” i deny it — you are 
dreaming. “This is certain and evident”. 1 deny it — you are dreaming; it 
only appears certain and evident, but it is not really so.’ These comments 
are amusing enough, if only because they would be so inappropriate if 
they were intended to be serious. But it may be that beginners will be led 
astray here into thinking that if someone doubts whether he is awake or 
dreaming, then nothing can be certain and evident to him, but things can 
only seem or appear sc. To prevent this, | would like people to remember 
what I pointed out above, at letter F, namely that if something is clearly 
perceived, then no matter who the perceiver is, it is true, and does not 
merely seem or appear to be true.? There are, however, few people who 
correctly distinguish between what they in fact perceive and what they 
think they perceive; for not many people are accustomed to clear and 
distinct perceptions. 

So far our critic has not managed to depict anything in the way of a 
memorable battle. He has merely set up some paltry obstacles in his own 
path, shaken his fist at them for a short time, and then sounded the 
retreat without more ado and marched off elsewhere. But now he 
embarks on a mighty struggle against an enemy who is supremely worthy 
of his little drama, namely the ghost of myself — a ghost which is not 
visible to anyone else but which has been formed out of his own brain. 
And to make sure that the ghost should look completely insubstantial, he 
has constructed it from nothingness itself! But he joins battle with it in all 
seriousness; he argues till he is sweating with effort; he makes a truce, he 
calls in logic to help him, he renews the fight; he ‘shakes my statements 
out one by one and measures and weighs them in turn’. And, then, not 
daring to meet the blows of his valiant foe with his shield, he dodges 
them, throws in a distinction, and finally, by means of the diversion 
‘determinately and indeterminately’ escapes in full flight. What a delight- 
ful spectacle, especially once we appreciate the cause of this heroic battle. 
He must have read somewhere in my writings that any true opinions 
which we have before we begin to philosophize seriously are mixed up 
with many others that are either false or at Jeast doubtful. And hence, in 
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order to separate out the true ones, it is best to begin by rejecting all our 
opinions and renouncing every single one; this will make it easier, 
afterwards, to recognize those which were true (or discover new truths}, 
so that we end up by admitting only what is true. Now this is just the 
same as if 1 had said that if we have a basket or tub full of apples and 
want to make sure that there are no rotten ones, we should first tip them 
all out, leaving none at all inside, and then pick up again (or get from 
elsewhere} only those apples in which no flaw can be detected. But my 
critic does not grasp this profound piece of theory, or rather pretends he 
does not grasp it, and he stands amazed — especially at the statement 
‘There is nothing that should not be renounced,’ indeed, after thinking 
hard and long about this ‘nothing’,! he has become so obsessed with it 
that he finds it hard to get it out of his mind, even though by this time he 
is fighting most of his battles against himself. 

After this successful battle, and elated with his supposed victory, my 
critic attacks a new enemy — one which he again believes to be my ghost 
(for it is always there in his imagination) but which he now constructs 
out of fresh material, namely the words ‘1 know I exist; the next question 
is, what is this “I...” Now he is not so well acquainted with this new 
target as he was with the previous one, and so his attack is more cautious 
and he does not come into close range. The first missile he throws is ‘Why 
do you ask, if you know?’ He thinks the enemy will shield himself as 
follows: ‘I know that I exist, not what I am’; and so he immediately 
launches his longer and more pointed spear: ‘How will you discover the 
nature of this “I’’ that exists, if not from what you formerly knew or will 
know later on? Surely you will not have recourse to what you formerly 
knew, since all this is full of doubt and has been renounced. Therefore 
you must be relying on what you do not yet know but will know later 
on,’ He thinks the wretched ghost will be very upset and all but overcome 
by this blow, and imagines it crying out ‘I do not yet know that these 
things exist.’ Then he turns from anger to pity and consoles the ghost 
with the words ‘Keep up your hopes! You will find out at some time or 
other.’ He then has the ghost replying in querulous and supplicating 
tones ‘But what am I to do in the meantime?’ And he answers in the 
haughty tones of a conqueror: ‘Keep waiting.” But being a merciful man, 
he does not leave the ghost in suspense for long. Instead, he rushes back 
to the diversion ‘determinately, indeterminately; clearly, confusedly’, and 
seeing that no one challenges him here, he triumphs by default. All this is 
excellent; it is the kind of joke that depends on someone pretending to be 
a fool when his looks and style of dress made us expect great seriousness 
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and wisdom. To make this point clearer, let us regard our critic as a man 
of seriousness and learning who wants to attack my method of seeking 
out the truth. The method tells us to reject everything that is uncertain, 
and start from knowledge of our own existence, progressing from there 
to an examination of our nature, or that thing which we already know to 
exist. Now my critic attempts to show that this route provides no access 
to further knowledge and he uses the following argument: “Given that 
you know merely that you exist, and not what you are, you cannot learn 
this from what you formerly knew, since you have renounced everything; 
hence you must be relying on what you do not yet know.’ A three year 
old child could supply the answer to this: there is nothing to prevent our 
learning from what we formerly knew, since even though these beliefs 
were renounced because they were doubtful, we shall be able to re-adopt 
them afterwards when we establish their truth. Moreover, even if we 
were to concede that nothing can be learnt from our former knowledge, 
there is another route still open, viz. the things that we have not so far 
known but will succeed in coming to know by effort and concentration. 
But here my critic imagines an enemy who not only concedes that the 
former route is closed, but actually blocks off the latter one himself by 
saying ‘I do not know that these things exist.’ This is to imply that we can 
never acquire fresh knowledge of what exists, and also that our 
ignorance of what exists precludes any knowledge of essences. This really 
is utterly stupid. But even here there is an allusion to my own words, for |] 
wrote that the knowledge | already have of something 1 know to exist 
cannot possibly depend on the knowledge of things of whose existence | 
am as yet unaware.' | made this remark about the present, but my critic 
absurdly transfers it to the future, just as if he were to infer from the fact 
that we cannot see those who are not yet born, but will be born this year, 
that we will never be able to see them. It is transparently clear that the 
already acquired knowledge of a thing which is recognized as existing 
does not depend on the knowledge of that which we have not yet 
recognized as existing; for the very fact that something is perceived to 
belong to an existing thing necessarily implies that it is perceived to exist. 
But it is quite different in the case of the future, since nothing prevents 
knowledge of the thing which 1 know to exist being augmented by 
knowledge of other things which I do not yet know to exist, but which I 
will recognize afterwards, when I perceive that they belong to the thing in 
question. However, my critic goes on to say ‘Keep up your hopes; you 
will find out some time or other’; and then, ‘I will not keep you in 
suspense for long.’ Here he leads us to expect either that he will 

t Cf. p. 18 above. 
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demonstrate that no further knowledge is attainable by the proposed 
route, or else that he will open up another route, on the supposition 
(which is in fact foolish) that the original one has been closed by his 
opponent. But all he goes on to say is “You know what you are 
indeterminately and confusedly, not determinately and clearly.’ The most 
straightforward inference from this is that a route to further knowledge is 
open to us, because we shall later be able, through meditation and 
concentration, to achieve a clear and determinate perception of what we 
now know only indeterminately and confusedly. The conclusion which 
he draws, however, is that ‘This one distinction between “determinately” 
and “indeterminately” will block our progress for a whole century’,! and 
hence that we must search for another route, | think that producing all 
these observations is the best plan my critic could possibly have devised 
in order to maintain his pretence of complete mental ineptitude and 
stupidity. 

“T exist’; I deny it. “I am thinking”; I deny it’, etc. Here my critic 
attacks the poor old ghost again, and supposing that he has dispatched it 
at the first blow he boastfully shouts out ‘What a splendid achievement; 
at a stroke | have chopped off everything!’ But since the ghost lives only 
in my critic’s brain and cannot die till he does, it revives despite all the 
‘chopping off’; and putting its hand on its heart it swears that it exists 
and is thinking. My critic is mollified by this new kind of pleading, and 
spares its life. He allows it to collect its strength for the last time and 
produce some more fatuous observations; he does not refute these, 
however, but makes a treaty of friendship and passes on to other 
fatuities. 

First, he raises the following complaint: ‘A little time ago, just a few 
steps back, you were asking me “‘What is this ‘I??” But now it turns out 
that not only do you know what you are, but you Have a clear and 
distinct concept of it.’ He then begs to be shown ‘just one glimpse of this 
concept that is so clear and distinct’ so that he may revive at the sight of 
it. Then he pretends that he has been afforded such a glimpse, thus: ‘Here 
you are then: I know for certain that | exist and am thinking, and that I 
exist as a thinking substance.’ He then proves that this will not do, by 
means of the following example: ‘If you know that no mountain exists 
without a valley, do you therefore possess a clear and distinct concept of 
2 mountain without a valley?’ He explains the point as follows: ‘This 
concept of yours is clear because you have certain knowledge of it, and it 
is distinct because you are aware of nothing else ... and hence the 
concept of a thinking substance which you form is clear and distinct in so 
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far as it represents to you that a thinking substance exists, without your 
having to attend to the body or the soul or the mind or anything else 
apart from the existence of this substance.’ Finally he resumes his warlike 
frame of mind and thinks he sees a mighty army including ‘reserves in 
their serried ranks’, which he proposes, like the braggart Pyrgopolynices! 
to scatter ‘as the wind blows the leaves or scatters clumps of thatch’ so 
that ‘not even a single messenger will be left to tell the tale’. His first blast 
is the comment that ‘the inference from knowledge to existence is not a 
valid one’, and he produces, like a fluttering flag of victory, a diagram 
which contains a completely arbitrary classification of thinking 
substance.? His second blast is the distinction between ‘determinately and 
indeterminately, distinctly and confusedly, explicitly and implicitly’. His 
third blast is that ‘an over-ambitious inference fails to establish anything 
at all’. Finally he produces the following exposition: ‘I know | exist as a 
thinking substance, but | do not yet know that a mind exists. Hence the 
knowledge of my existence does not depend on knowledge of an existing 
mind. So since 1 exist, and a mind does not exist, | am not a mind. 
Therefore | am a body.? Hearing this, the ghost has no answer; it 
retreats, gives up hope, and allows itself to be taken prisoner and led in 
triumph. There is much here that deserves to be laughed at now and for 
evermore, but rather than point this out I prefer to respect the actor’s 
costume that my critic has assumed; and indeed I do not think it is right 
for me to spend all this time laughing at such ill-considered comments. So 
I shall confine my remarks to those criticisms which some readers might 
perhaps suppose 1 had accepted if | were to ignore them completely, 
though in fact they are utterly unfounded. 

I turn first to the suggestion that 1 claimed to possess a clear and 
distinct concept of myself before providing a sufficient explanation of 
how | had acquired it, and at a time when ‘just a few steps back’ | had 
been asking what I was,* as he puts it. This complaint is quite unjustified. 
For in between asking the question and answering it | went through all 
the properties of a thinking thing, namely understanding, willing, 
imagining, remembering, having sensory perceptions etc.; and | also 
listed all the other commonly accepted properties which do not belong to 
it, in order to distinguish the latter from the former —a task we could not 
hope to perform until our preconceived opinions had been removed. 1 
admit, however, that those who do not abandon their preconceived 
opinions will find ic hard to acquire a clear and distinct concept of 
anything; for it is obvious that the concepts which we had in our 


x Character in Plautus’ comedy Miles Gloriosus; the quotation is from Act 1, Scene 1, line 
18. 2 Above p. 344. 3 Above p. 345. 4 Above p. 342. 
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childhood were not clear and distinct, and hence, if not set aside, they 
will affect any other concepts which we acquire later and make them 
obscure and confused. Thus when my critic asks for a glimpse of ‘that 
clear and distinct concept, so that he may revive at the sight of it’ he is 
being fatuous, and the same applies to his subsequent presentation of me 
as affording him the desired glimpse with the words ‘I know for certain 
that I exist’, etc.) But when he tries to refute his own fatuity by asking 
whether | have a clear and distinct concept of a mountain without a 
valley simply because I know for certain that no mountain exists without 
a valley, he is confusing himself with his own sophism. For the premiss as 
stated merely implies that I clearly and distinctly perceive that no 
mountain exists without a valley, not that Ihave a concept of a mountain 
without a valley. Since there is no such concept, we do not have to 
Possess it in order to perceive that no mountain exists without a valley. 
But presumably my critic has such a ‘brilliant intellect’? that he cannot 
refute the fatuities he himself has constructed except by producing fresh 
ones. 

When he goes on to say ‘I conceive of myself as a thinking substance 
and I have no conception of anything corporeal or spiritual’, etc.) | 
accept this, as far as the corporeal is concerned, for | had previously 
explained that by the term ‘body’ or ‘corporeal thing’ | meant merely that 
which is extended, or that which contains extension as part of its 
concept. But his inclusion of the spiritual is a foolish addition; and the 
same goes for the many other places where he represents me as saying ‘I 
am a thinking thing, but lamnota body or a soul or a mind’, ete. In fact I 
deny of a thinking thing only those items such that I know that no 
thought is contained in their concept; and | never wrote or thought that 
this applies to the soul or the mind. a 

He goes on to say that he grasps what I have in mind, viz. that 1 take 
the concept of myself to be clear because I have certain knowledge of it, 
and I consider it to be distinct because | am aware of nothing else.* Bur 
here he is pretending to be very slow-witted. It is one thing to perceive 
something clearly, and another to know it for certain: there are many 
things that we now know for certain, either through faith or because we 
clearly perceived them on an earlier occasion, but which we do not now 
perceive clearly. Moreover, awareness of other things in no way prevents 
the awareness we do have of something from being distinct. I have never 


written a single word which could justify this kind of absurd interpreta- 
tion. 
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one”! is plainly false. Admittedly the fact that we know the essence of 
something does not entail that it exists, nor does it follow from the fact 
that we think we know something that it exists, if there is a possibility of 
our being mistaken. But the inference from knowledge to existence is still 
quite valid, since it is plainly impossible for us to know something unless 
it really is exactly as we know it to be — i.e. existing, if we perceive that it 
exists, or of such and such a nature, if it is merely its nature that we 
know. 

It is also false, or at least asserted without the slightest supporting 
reason, that some thinking substance is divisible This is the claim made 
in the table where he sets out various types of thinking substance as if he 
had got his information from some oracle. In fact we cannot understand 
thought to possess any extension or divisibility, and it is wholly absurd to 
put this forward as a true claim when it has neither been revealed by God 
nor established by our intellect. And I cannot refrain from pointing out 
here that this doctrine of the divisibility of thinking substance seems to 
me exccedingly dangerous and entirely at variance with the Christian 
religion. For as long as anyone accepts it he will never be persuaded by 
the force of reasoning to acknowledge the real distinction between the 
human soul and the body. 

The contrast between ‘determinately and indeterminately, distinctly 
and confusedly, explicitly and implicitly’? has no meaning at all when it is 
simply set down without any further explanation, as it is here. It seems to 
be merely a piece of pedantry which my critic is apparently trying to use 
to persuade his disciples that he has some good thoughts, when in fact he 
has nothing worthwhile to say. 

My critic’s other dictum, viz. ‘An over-ambitious inference fails to 
establish anything at all’,* should not be accepted without making a 
distinction. By the term ‘over-ambitious’ he may mean merely something 
which is beyond what we were looking for; thus in a passage below he 
criticizes the arguments by which | demonstrated the existence of God 
because he thinks they establish more than the laws of prudence require 
or than any mortal demands.’ But in that case his dictum is quite false 
and foolish, for the more conclusions we can draw, provided they are 
sound, the better; and there cannot be any laws of prudence which can 
ever conflict with this. Alternatively, he might mean by the term 
‘over-ambitious’ not just something more than we were looking for, but 
something which is incontrovertibly false; and in this case his dictum is 
true. But the Reverend Father is quite wrong in trying to foist anything of 
this sort onto me. What I wrote was that ‘the knowledge of those things 
that 1 know to exist does not depend on the knowledge of things of 
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whose existence | am as yet unaware; now | know that a thinking thing 
exists, but I do not yet know that any body exists; therefore the 
knowledge of a thinking thing does not depend on knowledge of the 
body’. But here none of my conclusions were “over-ambitious’, since 
they were all valid. As for the line of thought which my critic offers, viz. ‘I 
know that a thinking thing exists, and | do not yet know that a mind 
exists; in fact no mind exists, nothing exists, since | have renounced all 
my beliefs’? — this is quite fatuous and false. For I cannot affirm or deny 
anything of the mind unless 1 know what I understand by the term 522 
‘mind’; and of all the ways in which this term is normally understood, 
there is none, on my understanding, that does not contain some reference 
to thought. Hence it is self-contradictory for anyone to know that a 
thinking thing exists and not to know that a mind exists, or that there 
exists some element of what is signified by the term ‘mind’. Hence the 
comment that ‘in fact no mind exists, nothing exists, since ] have 
tenounced all my beliefs’ is so absurd as not to deserve a reply. For after 
making my renunciation, | acknowledged the existence of a thinking 
thing, and hence | simultaneously acknowledged the existence of a mind 
(at least in so far as this term signifies a thinking thing); accordingly, 
from this time on the existence of the mind ceased to be something that | 
renounced. : 

Finally, when he is about to deploy syllogisms in his formal 
presentation,’ and he extols them as ‘a method of conducting our 
reasoning’ which is to be contrasted with my own, his apparent intention 
is to persuade people that | do not approve of syllogistic patterns of 
argument, and hence that my method is not a rational one. But this is 
false, as is clear enough from my writings where I have always been 
prepared to use syllogisms when the occasion required it. 

Here he constructs a syllogism from false premisses which he claims $5 
are my own. But this | emphatically deny. As far as the major premiss is 
concerned, viz. ‘Nothing which is such that I can doubt whether it exists 
does in fact exist’, it is so absurd that I have no fear of his being able to 
persuade anyone that it came from me, unless he can simultaneously 
persuade people that 1 am not in my right mind. Indeed, | am lost in 
admiration at his sound judgement, good faith, hope and confidence in 
undertaking this task. For in the First Meditation | was not yetconcerned 523 
with establishing any truths, but was merely setting about eradicating my 
preconceived opinions. | showed that these opinions, which I had been 
accustomed to believe quite unreservedly, could be called into doubt, and 
hence that I should withhold my assent from them just as carefully as I 

x Cf. Med. 1, above pp. 18f (not an exact quotation). 
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would from obvious falsehoods, if they were not to be a possible 
hindrance to me in my search for truth. | then went on as follows: 


But it is not enough merely to have noticed this; | must make an effort to 
remember it. My habitual opinions keep coming back and, despite my wishes, 
they capture my belief, which is, as it were, bound over to them as a result of long 
occupation and the law of custom. | shall never get out of the habit of confidently 
assenting to these opinions so long as | suppose them to be what in fact they are, 
namely highly probable opinions — opinions which, despite the fact that they are 
in a sense doubtful, as has just been shown, it is still much more reasonable to 
believe than to deny. In view of this I think it will be a good plan to turn my will 
in completely the opposite direction and deceive myself, by pretending for a time 
that these former opinions are wtterly false and imaginary. | shall do this until the 
weight of preconceived opinion is counter-balanced, and the distorting influence 
of habir no longer prevents my judgement from perceiving things correctly.' 


Now my critic has ignored most of this passage and extracted the 
following phrases: ‘opinions which are in a sense doubtful’, ‘turn my 
will in completely the opposite direction’ and ‘pretend that they are 
utterly false and imaginary’. What is more, for the word ‘pretend’ he has 
substituted ‘maintain and believe’, and indeed ‘believe’ to the extent of 
taking the ‘opposite of what is doubtful’ and affirming it as true? He will 
have it that this is the maxim or reliable rule to which | constantly 
adhere, not just for uprooting my preconceived opinions, but for 
establishing the foundations of a supremely certain and exact meta- 
physics. To begin with he suggests this hesitantly and ambiguously, 
namely in Sections 2 and 3 of his ‘First Question’? But in Section 3, after 
assuming that this rule requires him to believe that two and three do not 
make five, he asks ‘whether he should constantly believe this, to the 
extent of convincing himself that it cannot be otherwise’. Having asked 
this utterly absurd question, he then represents me as producing various 
evasive and superfluous comments and finally replying ‘Neither affirm 
nor deny it; employ neither statement but regard them both as false.’* 
Now his attributing this reply to me makes it quite clear that he did 
understand perfectly well that | do not in fact believe as true the opposite 
of what is doubtful, and that no one, on my view, can possibly employ 
this proposition as the major premiss of any syllogism which is supposed 
to yield a certain conclusion. For there is a clear contradiction between 
‘neither affirming nor denying’, ie. employing neither statement, and 
‘affirming one of them as true’, ic. employing one of them. But he 
gradually forgets the reply which he had reported as my own, and goes 
on not only to affirm the opposite but to insist on it again and again; 
x Above p. 1g. 2 Ch above p. 306. 3 Above pp. 305-7. 4 p. 308. 
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indeed, it seems that this entire discussion is virtually confined to this one 
point of criticism, and that the twelve faults which he foists onto me in 
his concluding sections! are all based on this and this alone. 

From all this, one conclusion quite evidently and demonstrably follows 
about what my critic is doing, not only here, where he takes the major 
premiss ‘Nothing that is such that I can doubt whether it exists does in 


fact exist’ and asserts that it is my own maxim, but alse in all the other. 


places where he attributes this sort of thing to me. The conclusion, unless 
I am wholly ignorant of what is meant by the verb ‘to lie’, is that he is 
inexcusably lying — saying what he does not believe and knows to be 
false. Although | am very reluctant to use such a distasteful term, the 
defence of the truth which I have undertaken requires of me that | should 
not refuse to call something by the proper word, when my critic is so 
unashamedly and openly guilty of the deed. Throughout this whole 
discussion he does virtually nothing else but repeat this foolish lie in a 
hundred different ways, and try to persuade and bludgeon the reader into 
accepting it. In view of this, I think his only possible excuse is that he has 
asserted the same thing so emphatically and so often that he has 
gradually managed to convince himself that it is true, and no longer 
recognizes it as the lie that he himself invented. | now turn to the minor 
premiss: “Every body is such that I can doubt whether it exists’, or ‘Every 
mind is such that I can doubt whether it exists.? If this is taken 
unrestrictedly to apply to any occasion whatsoever (and this is how it 
must be taken if his conclusion is to follow), then, like the major premiss, 
it is false, and I deny thar it represents my own view. For immediately 
after the beginning of the Second Meditation, when I perceived with 
certainty that a thinking thing existed — that thinking thing which in 
common usage is termed a ‘mind’ ~— | could no longer doubt that it 
existed. Equally, once I had recognized the existence of body, in the Sixth 
Meditation, no further doubt was possible about this. What a formidable 
intellect my critic possesses! He has managed with supreme ingenuity to 
devise false premisses such that a false conclusion follows from them in a 
valid pattern of argument. But I do not understand why he here presents 
me as ‘smiling bitterly’, since | have in fact been able to find some cause 
for pleasure in his discussion — not great pleasure, it is true, but genuine 
and solid satisfaction for ali that. The reason is that in criticizing all these 
claims that are not mine, but which he has foisted on me, he clearly 
shows that he has left no stone unturned in his attempts to find 
something worth criticizing in my book, and yet for all that he has been 
quite unable to find anything at all. 
1 Below pp. 358. 2 Above pp. 345f 3. p. 345 
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But any smiling that he has done has certainly not been sincere, as is 
shown both by the grim attack with which he concludes this section and 
especially by the ‘replies’ that now follow, in which he is not only 
sombre and straight-faced but positively cruel. The explanation is 
presumably as follows. Although he has no cause to hate me, he has 
found nothing to criticize in my book except for the one absurd maxim 
which he has deliberately and knowingly foisted onto me and which, a 
moment ago, I was unable to describe in any more pleasant terms than as 
a plain lie. Nevertheless, he thinks that he has completely convinced his 
readers that 1 do accept this maxim, not through the force of his 
arguments, since he does not have any, but because of the remarkable 
self-assurance with which he makes his statements. For people will never 
think that a man who makes a special profession of piety and Christian 
charity could be shameless enough to make such confident statements 
concerning something he knows to be false. He also relies on the 
perseverence and frequency with which he repeats the same thing, for it 
frequently happens that even when we know that something is false, we 
get used to hearing it, and thus graduaily get into the habit of regarding it 
as true, Confident assertion and frequent repetition are the two ploys that 
are often more effective than the most weighty arguments when dealing 
with ordinary people or those who do not examine things carefully. So 
now he arrogantly taunts his defeated foe and lectures me like a strict 
schoolmaster telling off a pupil, accusing me in the twelve replies that 
follow of more sins than are contained in the ten commandments. But we 
should excuse the Reverend Father, since he seems to have lost control of 
himself. Just as those who have drunk too much often see double, he is so 
fired with charitable zeal that he manages to discover twelve faults to 
charge me with, all arising out of the one maxim which he has foisted on 
me so perversely and dishonestly. Were it not embarrassing to state it 
openly and unambiguously, | should have to say that these charges were 
simply slander and abuse; but since I think it is now my turn to have 
some fun, I] shall merely call them hallucinations, and [ will ask my 
readers to remember that every single word the Reverend Father utters in 
the following replies is the result of his suffering from a hallucination. 


[Bourdin] 
REPLY! 
Reply x. The method is faulty in its principles, which are either 


t To the question ‘Is renouncing everything a good method of philosophizing?” see above 
PP. 313, 346. 
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non-existent or unlimited. Other systems which aim to derive certain 
results from certain starting points lay down clear, evident and innate 
principles such as ‘The whole is greater than one of its parts’, ‘Nothing 
comes from nothing’ and countless others of this sort; and by relying on 
these they are able to rise aloft and strive after the truth without danger. 
But your method is quite different, since it aims to derive something not 
from something but from nothing. It chops off, renounces and forswears 
all former beliefs without exception; it requires the will to be turned in 
completely the opposite direction, and, to avoid the impression that it has 
no wings to rise aloft, it puts on artificial wings of wax and adopts new 
principles which are the complete opposite of those formerly held. Thus 
it divests itself of all old preconceived opinions in order to put on new 
ones; it lays aside what is certain in order to take up what is doubtful; it 
equips itself with wings, but they are made of wax; it soars aloft only to 
fall; and finally, it struggles to derive something from nothing, only to 
end up producing nothing at all. 

Reply 2. The method is faulty in the implements it uses, for as long as it 
destroys the old without providing any replacements, it has no imple- 
ments at all. Other systems have formal logic, syllogisms and reliable 
patterns of argument, which they use like Ariadne’s thread to guide them 
out of the labyrinth; with these instruments they can safely and easily 
unravel the most complicated problems. But your new method denigrates 
the traditional forms of argument, and instead grows pale with a new 
terror — the imaginary fear of the demon which it has conjured up. It 
fears it may be dreaming; it has doubts about whether it is mad, If you 
propose any syllogism, it will be scared of the major premiss, whatever it 
may be. ‘The evil demon may be deceiving us’, it says. What about the 
minor premiss? It will tremble and call ir doubtful. “What if | am 
dreaming? How often have things seemed certain aiid clear to me while 
dreaming, and yet afterwards turned out to be false, once the dream was 
over!’ Finally, what about the conclusion? It will run away from all 
conclusions as if they were traps and snares. ‘People who are raving, or 
children, or madmen may believe that they are producing a splendidly 
rational argument when in fact their powers of reason and judgement are 
seriously deficient. So what if the same thing is now happening to me? 
What if the demon is tricking and deluding me? He is malicious, and Ido 
not yet know that God exists'and that the demon is being curbed by him.’ 
What will you do about this? What will you do when your method 
obstinately maintains that any conclusion you draw is doubtful unless 
you previously know for certain that you are not dreaming or mad, and 
that there is a God, a truthful God, who has the evil demon under 
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control? You may produce your syllogism “To say that something is 
contained in the nature or concept of anything is the same as saying that 
it is really true of that thing; now existence is contained in the nature and 
concept of God’, etc.! But what if your method repudiates both the 
content and the form of this argument and other arguments of this kind? 
Whatever argument you press, the reply will be “Wait until I know there 
is a God and see the demon curbed.’ You may say that by failing to 
produce any syllogisms your method at least has the advantage of 
avoiding any fallacies. A splendid notion this — to cut a child’s nose off so 
chat it will not suffer from catarrh! Is it not better to wipe its nose, as 
mothers do? In short, I have just one point to make: if you take away all 
form, nothing remains but the formless, or the deformed. 

Repiy 3. The method goes astray by failing to reach its goal, for it does 
not attain any certainty. Indeed, it cannot do so, since it has itself blocked 
off all the roads to the truth. You yourself have seen and experienced this 
during the long odyssey when you wandered around and exhausted both 
yourself and me, your companion. You maintained that you were a 
mind, or that you had a mind, but you were quite unable to establish this 
since you got stuck on rugged slopes and in dense thickets more times 
than I can remember. Yet it will be useful to go over the problems again, 
to reinforce the present reply. Here then are the chief ways in which your 
method cuts its own throat or cuts off all hope of attaining the light of 
truth. (2) You do not know whether you are dreaming or awake, and 
hence you can place no more confidence in your thoughts and reasonings 
(that is, if you have any, and are not merely dreaming you have them) 
than a dreamer can place in the thoughts he has while asleep. Hence 
everything is doubtful and shaky, and your very inferences are uncertain, 
I shall not produce any examples; you may yourself proceed to run 
through the storehouse of your memory, and if you find anything which 
is not infected with this rot, then bring it out, and I shall congratulate 
you. (2) Until | know that there exists a God who will curb the evil 
demon, I must continue to doubt everything and consider every proposi- 
tion as suspect. Or at any rate — to revert to the ordinary style of 
philosophy and the traditional method of reasoning — we must first of ail 
determine whether any propositions are immune from doubt, and if so 
which propositions they are; and we must then instruct the beginner to 
keep hold of these. So everything is doubtful, just as we found under 
point (x), and hence we have nothing left which will be the slightest use 
for investigating the truth. (3) If anything contains even the smallest 
element of doubt, we must turn our will in completely the opposite 

1 See Second Replies, above p. 117. 


Seventh Set of Objections with Replies 361 


(Bourdin] 

direction and believe that it is false; indeed, we must believe the opposite 
and employ it as a principle in our inquiry. But this cuts off every 
pathway to the truth. What can you possibly hope to get from such 
propositions as ‘I do not have a head’, ‘There is no body and no mind’, 
and countless others of this sort? You cannot reply that this renunciation 
of yours is not perpetual but is like a suspension of the law sittings for a 


fixed time, a month or a fortnight, to allow everyone the freedom to. 


devote himself to the task with all the more effort. For even if we concede 
that the renunciation is only for a fixed period, this is the very period 
when you are searching for the truth, the time when you are actually 
using, or misusing, the beliefs you have renounced, just as if all truth 
depended on them, or as if they were the necessary base on which it 
rested. ‘But | am employing the technique of renunciation to strengthen 
my foundations and columns, as architects do’, you reply. ‘Do they not 
construct temporary scaffolding to use while they are raising the column 
and fixing it in place — scaffolding which they dismantle and remove once 
it has discharged its function so admirably? Why should I not imitate 
them?’ You may indeed imitate them, as far as | am concerned, but be 
careful that your foundations and columns are not supported by your 
temporary scaffolding in such a way that they collapse once it is removed, 
This is precisely the point at which it seems to me that your method is 
vulnerable to criticism. It lays down false foundations and then relies on 
them in such a way that once they are removed, it too becomes liable to 
be shifted. 

Reply 4. The method goes astray by being excessive. That is, it 
attempts more than the laws of prudence demand of it, more, indeed, 
than any mortal demands. Admittedly there are people who are looking 
for a demonstration of the existence of God and the immortality of the 
human mind. But you will not find anyone up till now who has been 
dissatisfied if propositions like ‘God exists and the world is governed by 
him’, or ‘The souls of men are spiritual and immortal’, are known with as 
much certainty as ‘Two and three make five’, or ‘I have a head and a 
body.’ So all these efforts to search for some higher grade of certainty are 
superfluous. Moreover, just as in practical concerns there are well- 
defined limits of certainty which are quite sufficient to enable people to 
manage their affairs sensibly and safely, so in the area of meditation and 
speculation there are definite limits. Anyone who attains these limits has 
certainty — indeed he is so certain that if people try to push the limits 
further to encompass some desperate or lost cause, he sensibly and safely 
halts, declaring ‘No more: do not attempt too much? ‘And yet’, you 
reply, ‘to push the limits further, and cross the sea which no one in past 


530 


53 


532 


362 Objections and Replies 


[Bourdin] 

ages has ever tried to cross, is an achievement that deserves no ordinary 
praise.’ Yes, it deserves high praise indeed — provided you can cross the 
sea without shipwreck. So I come to the next point. 

Reply 5. The method is faulty because it is deficient. That is, in pushing 
too hard it achieves nothing at all. Here you yourself are the only witness 
and judge I need. What results have you obtained with all your 
magnificent apparatus? What has your solemn renunciation brought you 
~ a renunciation so general and unstinting that you have not even spared 
yourself, apart from the cliché ‘I am thinking; | am; | am a thinking 
thing’? The cliché is so familiar, even to the mass of mankind, that you 
will find no one since the foundation of the world who has had even the 
slightest doubt about it, let alone anyone who has seriously asked for a 
proof that he is, that he exists, that he is a thinking thing. So you deserve 
no thanks, nor will you get any, unless someone happens to recognize 
your wholehearted good-will towards the human race and applauds your 
efforts, as indeed I do, because of my friendship and special concern for 
you. 

Reply 6. The method commits the common fault which it accuses other 
systems of committing. It is astonished that everyone should say and 
maintain with such confidence ‘I have a head, I have eyes’, etc., and yet is 
not equally astonished at itself when it claims with just as much 
confidence ‘I do not have a head’, etc. 

Reply 7. The method commits a fault peculiar to itself. The rest of 
mankind regard the assertion ‘I have a head; body and mind exist’ as 
certain up to a point — sufficiently certain. But your peculiar strategy 
regards the opposite assertion, ‘I do not have a head; there is no body or 
mind’, as not just certain, but so certain than an exact metaphysics can 
be based on it. Indeed, your method places so much weight on this crutch 
that if you remove it, it will fall flat on its face. 

Reply 8. It goes astray through negligence. That is, it fails to observe 
that doubt is a two-edged sword, and while avoiding one edge, it cuts 
itself on the other. Since it regards the statement ‘Some body exists’ as 
doubtful, it removes it and sets up the opposite statement ‘No body 
exists’; but by imprudently adopting this doubtful statement and relying 
on it as if it were certain, it ends up by cutting itself. 

Reply 9. It goes astray wilfully. For knowingly, voluntarily and 
advisedly it blinds itself, and by deliberately renouncing what it needs in 
order to investigate the truth, it allows itself to be deluded by its own 
analysis; thus it not only produces results it did not intend, but also those 
which it most fears. 

Reply ro. It sins by commission, by returning to former beliefs which it 
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had proscribed by solemn edict, and by reassuming opinions that were 
renounced, thus violating the law of renunciation. Think back, and you 
will see this well enough. 

Reply 12. It sins by omission. For having laid it down as a fundamental 
principle that we should ‘take great care not to admit as true anything we 
cannot prove to be true’, it proceeds to violate the principle more than 
once. It assumes with impunity, and regards as completely certain and 
true, unproved statements such as “The senses sometimes deceive us’, ‘We 
are all dreaming’, ‘Some people go mad’, and so on. 

Reply 12. What the method contains is either unsound or nothing new, 
and for the most part it is superfluous. 

(i) You may say that your renunciation of what is doubtful is meant to 
be a ‘metaphysical abstraction’, as they call it; that is, what is doubtful is 
considered simply as doubtful and hence, when we are looking for 
something certain, our mind is withdrawn from these matters and we 
place no more reliance in them than we do in what is false. If this is the 
case, then what your method says is sound, but nothing new, and the 
renunciation will not be anything new either, but a traditional device 
which all philosophers without exception have adopted. 

(ii) If the renunciation of what is doubtful means that doubtful matters 
must be dismissed in the sense that we are to suppose and maintain that 
they are false, treating them as false, or their opposites as true, then this is 
something zew, but it is utterly unsound, and so your renunciation will 
be novel, but illegitimate. 

(iii) You may claim that your method can achieve the following result 
by weighty and powerful arguments: ‘] ama thinking thing, and in so far 
as | am a thinking thing, | am neither mind, nor soul, nor body, but 
something so separate from these things that I can understand myself 
without understanding these things, just as an animal, or sentient thing, 
can be understood without our understanding that it is a thing that 
neighs or bellows’, etc. This claim is sound, but nothing new: you will 
find lecture rooms everywhere echoing with this doctrine, which is put 
forward in various different ways by everyone who considers that some 
animated creatures think; indeed, if thought includes sensation, so that 
everything that has sensations and sees and hears also thinks, then the 
doctrine is held by everyone who believes that the brutes have sensations, 
i.e. everyone without exception. 

(iv) If you say that your method proves by powerful and well 
thought-out arguments that you really exist as a thinking thing or 
substance, and that while you exist, the mind and the body and the soul 
do not really exist, then you are saying something new but quite 
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unsound. For your claim is just as suspect as saying that an animal exists, 


but that no lion, or fox, or whatever, exists. 

iv) By ‘thinking’ you may mean that you understand and will and 
imagine and have sensations, and that you think in such a way that you 
can contemplate and consider your thought by a reflexive act. This would 
mean that when you think, you know and consider that you are thinking 
(and this is really what it is to be conscious and to have conscious 
awareness of some activity). Such consciousness, you claim, is a property 
of a faculty or thing that is superior to matter and is wholly spiritual, and 
it is in this sense that you are a mind or a spirit. This claim is one you 
have not made before, but which should have been made; indeed, ! often 
wanted to suggest it when 1 saw your method struggling ineffectively to 
bring it forth. But the claim, although sound, is nothing new, since we all 
heard it from our teachers long ago, and they heard it from their teachers, 
and so on, 1 would think, right back to Adam. 

If this, then, is your claim, then what superfluous results your method 
has produced! What redundancy! What verbal excesses! What elaborate 
techniques designed to secure your glory and prestige! What was the 
point of all that talk about the deception of the senses, the delusions of 
dreamers, and the visions of madmen? What was the point of that 
renunciation of yours, which was so steict that it refused to leave us with 
anything more than a shred of existence? Why those interminable 
wanderings to distant shores, far away from the senses, amid ghosts and 
shadows? How does all this finally help to establish the existence of God 
— as if God’s existence could not stand up unless everything is turned 
upside down? Why so many massive shiftings of opinion, leading us to 
reject our old views, adopt new ones, and then abandon the new ones 
only to reassume the old ones again? Perhaps it is simply that these new 
mysteries require new ceremonies, just as each of the pagan gods once 
used to have his or her own individual rites! But why does your method not 
lay aside all ambiguities and tell us the truth simply, clearly and briefly in 
one sentence: ‘I think, | am conscious of thinking, therefore 1am a mind’? 

(vi) Finally, you may mean that understanding, willing, imagining, and 
having sensory awareness — i.e. thinking — are properties of a mind in 
such a way that no animals whatever, except for man, can think or 
imagine or have sensations, or see, or hear. This is indeed something new, 
but it is quite unsound. It will turn out to be an arbitrary and 
unacceptable claim, unless perhaps (and this is the only hope left) you are 
keeping something hidden in reserve that you can bring on stage and 
display to the gaping audience at the crucial moment. But we have been 
waiting for this for so long that it is now quite hopeless. 
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Final reply. 1 think you are now fearful for your method which, 
understandably enough, you love and embrace and kiss like your own 
child. You are afraid that after convicting it of so many faults and 
revealing, as you can see, that it is full of holes and leaking everywhere, | 
shali condemn it to be thrown on the rubbish heap. But be of good 
courage; I am a friend! I shall disappoint and overcome your fearfui 
expectations, by sitting quietly and waiting. | know you, and the 
keenness and perspicacity of your intellect: if you are given time for 
meditation, and allowed to consult your faithful technique of analysis in 
some secluded retreat, you will shake the dust off your method, wash off 
all the grime, and display it to our sight clean and polished once again. 
Meanwhile, accept my comments and give me your attention while I go 
on to reply to your remaining questions. I shall include many topics 
which for the sake of brevity I have so far touched on only lightly, namely 
issues relating to the mind, clear and distinct concepts, truth and falsity, 
and so on. But you yourself can pick up the points which we deliberately 
failed to deal with earlier. To proceed then: 


Third question 
can the method be repaired? 


Your third question is .. 1 


{Descartes} 


The Reverend Father did not send me any more material, and when he 
was asked for the remainder, he replied that he was too busy to write it. 
But I have made it an article of faith not to leave out one syllable of what 
he wrote. 


COMMENTS 


if the author of this monstrous verdict on my method for investigating 
the truth (such as it is), had been someone unknown, | should have 
considered that merely recording it without comment would have been 
sufficient to reveal its falsity and absurdity. But in fact the author is so 
highly placed that it will be hard for anyone to believe that he is either 
out of his mind or else extraordinarily untruthful, slanderous and 
shameless. So to prevent his authority having some power to counteract 
the manifest truth, I ask my readers to remember that in his earlier 
remarks, before the twelve replies printed above, he had proved little or 


i As Descartes explains in the short note that follows, Bourdin’s objections break off at this 
point. 
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nothing against me, but had merely made use of foolish quibbles in order 
to foist on me opinions that were so laughable as to require no refutation. 
Not that he attempts to prove anything in his final replies: he merely 
makes the false supposition that he has previously made good all the 
charges of which he pretends | am guilty. To see just how fair-minded his 
verdict is, the reader should remember that in his previous accusations he 
adopted a bantering tone, but now, in his final verdict, he is wholly 
serious and grim, What is more, in the first twelve replies he condemns 
me out of hand and unhesitatingly, whereas in his final reply he 
deliberates and makes distinctions — ‘If this is what is meant, the method 
contains nothing new; if that is what is meant, it is unsound’, etc. Yet in 
fact throughout all the replies he is attacking one and the same target 
viewed from different angles. This single target turns out to be a figment 
of his own imagination, and | shall now explain just how tedious and 
absurd it is by means of a simile. 

Throughout my writings I have made it clear that my method imitates 
that of the architect. When an architect wants to build a house which is 
stable on ground where there is a sandy topsoil over underlying rock, or 
clay, or some other firm base, he begins by digging out a set of trenches 
from which he removes the sand, and anything resting on or mixed in 
with the sand, so that he can lay his foundations on firm soil. In the same 
way, | began by taking everything that was doubtful and throwing it out, 
like sand; and then, when [ noticed that it is impossible to doubt that a 
doubting or thinking substance exists, | took this as the bedrock on 
which I could lay the foundations of my philosophy. My critic, by 
contrast, is like a jobbing bricklayer who, because he wants to be 
regarded as a professional expert in his town, has a grudge against an 
architect who happens to be building a chapel there, and looks for every 
opportunity to criticize his work. But being so ignorant that he cannot 
grasp the point of anything the architect does, he only dares to attack the 
first and most obvious stages of the work. Thus he notices that the 
architect started by digging a trench, and removing not just the sand and 
loose soil but bits of wood and stone and anything else that is mixed up 
with the sand, so that he could get down to a firm base on which to lay 
the foundations of the chapel. He has also heard the architect answering 
questions about the reason for digging trenches and explaining that the 
topsoil on which we stand is not always firm enough to bear the weight 
of a large building; sand, he went on to explain, is particularly unstable 
because it not only sinks when a heavy weight is placed on it, but is also 
quite often shifted by running water, which leads to the unexpected 
collapse of anything built on top of it; and finally, when this kind of 
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subsidence occurs in mines, the miners often say that it is caused by 
goblins or demons who dwell underground. Hearing all this, the envious 
bricklayer seizes the opportunity to pretend that the architect believes 
that digging out a trench is all there is to building a chapel: ‘He thinks 
that building a chapel consists in digging a trench’, he cries, ‘or in 
uncovering the bedrock at the base of the trench, or in building 
something over the trench in such a way that the trench stays empty!’ 
And he goes on to suggest that the architect is so foolish as to fear that 
the earth he stands on will give way under his feet or be undermined by 
goblins. Now he may manage to convince a few children or others who 
are so ignorant of architecture that they think that digging trenches in 
order to lay the foundations of a building is something new and strange. 
Such people may be ready to listen to someone whom they know and 
whom they regard as an honest man who knows his job, and they may 
believe what he says about an architect whom they do not know and 
who, so far as they have heard, has only dug trenches and never actually 
built anything. After convincing a few people in this way, the poor fellow 
becomes so delighted with his story that he hopes he will persuade the 
whole world of it. By now the architect has filled all the trenches with 
stones, and built his chapel securely on a base of very solid material, so 
that it stands there for everyone to see; but our critic still sticks to his 
plan and hopes to persuade everyone of his absurd story. To this end he 
stands in the high street every day and presents a comic account of the 
architect’s doings for the benefit of the passing crowd. This is how it 
goes. 

He begins by representing the architect as giving orders for trenches to 
be dug and for the removal not only of all the sand burt of everything 
mixed up with or resting on the sand — even boulders or four-square 
blocks of stone; in a word, everything must be removed and nothing 
whatever left. He lays great stress on the words ‘nothing’, ‘everything’, 
‘even the boulders and blocks of stone’; and at the same time he pretends 
that he wants to go down into the trenches and get the architect to teach 
him his skill. ‘Please be my guide’, he says. “You now have either a 
companion or a pupil, so tell me, what are your orders? Although for me 
the road is new and frightening, since | am not accustomed to the 
darkness, | am happy to set out. | hear you: you command me to do 
whatever I see you doing and to tread in your footsteps. This is a splendid 
way of giving your orders and guidance, and | am delighted with your 
response. I am all ears’! 

In scene two he pretends that he is afraid of the goblins lurking down 

1 Cf. above p. 314. 
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in the trenches, and tries to get a laugh from the spectators. “Will you 
guarantee that | need have no fear or apprehension or worry about the 
evil demon? Even if you give me every possible reassurance I am still 
exceedingly afraid of coming down here.” And, a little later on: ‘What 
have I done? How quickly | have forgotten what I promised! At the 
beginning I pledged myself to you entirely as your companion and 
disciple, and yet here | am hesitating at the very start of our journey, full 
of scruples and obstinacy. Forgive me; I have greatly sinned and have 
merely displayed my weakness of mind. I should have left all fear aside 
and plunged intrepidly into the darkness of the trench; but I have 
hesitated and drawn back.” 

In scene three, he represents the architect as showing him the stone or 
rock at the bottom of the trench — the rock on which he intends that his 
entire building shall rest. But he picks up the rock with a sneer. “This is 
excellent, my distinguished friend: you have found your Archimedean 
point, and without doubt you can now move the world if you so wish. 
Look: the whole earth is already shaking. But since, | gather, you are 
cutting everything back to the bone, so that your method may include 
only what fits and is coherent and necessary, may | ask you why you keep 
this stone? Did you not order us to throw out the stones with the sand? 
But perhaps it slipped in by accident. And if it is so hard, even for an 
expert, to forget altogether the things we have been accustomed to accept 
since childhood, then even a raw beginner like myself need not despair, 
should I happen to stumble.’? And later on, when the architect sees some 
rough stones, which had been thrown out of the trench with the sand, 
and collects them so that he can use them in the building, his opponent 
makes a joke of this. ‘Before you proceed, shall | venture to ask you a 
question? Since you have solemnly rejected all these rough stones as 
being insufficiently firm, why do you now look at them again, as if you 
hoped to salvage something solid from this rubble? . . . Indeed, given that 
everything you previously rejected was shaky and unstable (otherwise 
why did you reject it?), how can it be that this material should cease to be 
shaky and unstable?’ And, a little later: ‘Permit me to admire your skill 
once again. In order to put down stable foundations, you make use of 
what is unstable. To bring us into the light, you order us down into the 
darkness’, etc.4 And then he launches into a long and foolish discussion 
on the titles and duties of the architect and the bricklayer, whose only 
relevance or point is to confuse the meaning of the terms so that it is less 
easy to distinguish one from the other. 

In the fourth scene, both characters are standing at the boitom of the 

1 Cf above p. 317. 2 Cf. above p. 318. 3 Ch above p. 322. 4 Cf. pp. 322f. 
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trench. The architect tries to start building the foundations of his chapel, 
but without success. For as soon as he tries to put down a block of stone, 
the bricklayer at once reminds him that he gave orders for all the stones 
to be thrown out, and that his present action is therefore inconsistent 
with the rules of this method. The architect is floored by this reminder, as 
if it had all the force of an Archimedean demonstration, and is compelled 
to stop working. And whenever he goes on to pick up any stones or 
bricks or mortar, or whatever, the bricklayer jumps in with ‘You have 
rejected everything! You have kept nothing back!’ And by repeating the 
two words ‘everything’ and ‘nothing’ as if they were magic spells, he 
destroys all the architect’s work. The speech he delivers is so like what we 
find above in Sections 5 to 9! that there is no need to repeat it here. 

In the fifth and final scene, he sees that he has collected a sufficiently 
large crowd round him and adopts a new style, exchanging his comic 
banter for the grim delivery of the tragic actor. He wipes off his clown’s 
make-up, assumes a stern expression and a censorious tone and proceeds 
to enumerate and condemn ail the architect’s faults, i.e. those which he 
somehow supposes that he has exposed in the earlier scenes! I shall now 
set down his entire verdict exactly as delivered in that final scene where 
he performs in front of the crowd, so as to show how closely my own 
critic has followed the example of our imaginary bricklayer, Pretending 
that the architect has asked him to pronounce judgement on his 
procedure, he gives his verdict as follows. 

‘Firstly, the procedure is faulty in its foundations, which are either 
non-existent or unlimited. Other systems of house-building lay down 
very firm foundations such as stone blocks, bricks, quarried stones, and 
numerous other materials of this sort, and by using these as a base they 
are able to make their buildings as high as they wish. But your method is 
quite different, since it aims to construct something not from something 
but from nothing. It demolishes, digs up and rejects all old foundations 
without exception; it requires the will to be turned in completely the 
opposite direction, and to avoid the impression that it has no wings, it 
puts on artificial wings of wax and lays down new foundations which are 
the complete opposite of the old ones. Thus it avoids the old, shaky 
foundations only to go for equally shaky new ones; it overturns what is 
stable in order to set up what is unstable; it equips itself with wings, but 
they are made of wax; it builds a structure up to the skies only to see it 
collapse; and finally, it struggies to produce something from nothing only 
to end up producing nothing at all.’ 


x Above pp. 329-32, 333-46. 
2 See above pp. 358f for the passage which Descartes here parodies. 
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The mere fact that the architect has already built his chapel shows that 
all this is simply a ridiculous slander. The finished chapel makes it clear 
that the architect laid down very firm foundations and destroyed nothing 
which did not deserve to be destroyed; he never departed from the 
maxims of others unless he had something better; he built up his 
structure to a great height without any risk of a collapse; and, finally, he 
started not from nothing but from very solid materials, and from these he 
built not nothing but a solid chapel, destined to last for many years to the 
glory of God. Now in just the same way, my own achievements, about 
which my critic suffers from such strange delusions, are plain to see 
simply from the Meditations which I published. Incidentally, we should 
not blame the story-teller from whom I got the bricklayer’s speech for 
making him talk about the ‘wings’ of architecture and using other 
unsuitable metaphors; he probably did this on purpose, to indicate the 
mental confusion that the speaker must have been in to say such things. 
Besides, all these metaphors are just as unsuitable for discussing my 
method of searching for the truth, yet this is the use to which my critic 
puts them. 

His second reply is this: “The architect’s procedure is faulty in the 
implements it uses, for so long as it destroys the old without providing 
any replacements, it has no implements at all. Other systems have 
measuring rods, spirit-levels and plumb-lines which they use like 
Ariadne’s thread to guide them out of the labyrinth; with these instru- 
ments they can easily and properly position even the most shapeless of 
rocks. But your method denigrates the traditional techniques and instead 
grows pale with a new terror — the imaginary fear of the goblins which it 
has conjured up. It fears that the earth may subside; it has doubts about 
whether the sand wiil shift. If you erect a column, it will be scared of the 
pedestal and the base, no matter what kind you use. “The goblins may 
push it over.” What about the shaft? It will tremble and call it weak. 
“What if it is only made of plaster, not marble? How often have things 
seemed solid and firm but then, when we tested them, turned out to be 
fragile?” Finally, what about the capital? It will run away from all 
capitals as if they were traps and snares. “‘Bad architects have often 
constructed buildings which they thought were firm but which have 
collapsed of their own accord. What if this should happen in the present 
case? What if the goblins are undermining the soil? They are malicious, 
and I do not yet know that the pedestal is so firm that the goblins cannot 
shift it.’ What will you do about this? What will you do when your 
method obstinately maintains that any capital is unstable unless you 
previously know for certain that the column is not made of fragile 
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material and that it rests not on sand but on firm rock — rock which no 
goblins will ever be able to shift? What if your method repudiates both 
the material and the form of the column?’ (And here, with jeering 
insolence he holds out a model of one of the columns which the architect 
had set up in his chapel.) ‘Whatever arguments you press, the reply will 
be “Wait till I know that there is rock underneath and that no goblins 
will undermine it.” You may reply that failing to set up any columns at 
least has the advantage of avoiding the possibiliry that any are badly 
made. A splendid notion this — to cut off a child’s nose so that it will not 
suffer from catarrh.’ The rest is too dreary to repeat, so | will simply ask 
the reader to compare the above points one by one with the correspond- 
ing criticisms that my critic has produced.! 

This reply, like the previous one, is shown to be a most shameless 
falsehood by the very fact that the chapel has been built and that we find 
many perfectly firm columns standing inside it, including the very one of 
which the bricklayer held up a model, claiming that the architect had 
repudiated it. In the same way, my own writings establish quite firmly 
that I do not disapprove of syllogisms or denigrate the traditional form of 
argument which employs them; indeed, | used syllogisms throughout my 
writings, when I needed to. Amongst others, the very syllogism whose 
matter and form my critic pretends that I repudiate, is one which he 
copied down from my own writings; for | use it at the end of my Replies 
to the Second Set of Objections, proposition 1, where | demonstrate the 
existence of God.’ I cannot see the purpose behind this pretence of his, 
unless it is perhaps to suggest that everything which I put forward as true 
and certain is in conflict with my renunciation of the doubtful, which he 
tries to present as the sum total of what is meant by my method. This is 
exactly the same — and just as childish and silly — as our bricklayer’s 
pretence that the digging of the ditch for laying the foundations was the 
sum total of the architect’s technique, and his complaint that anything 
subsequently constructed was in conflict with the initial excavation. 

Reply 3. ‘The technique goes astray by failing to reach its goal, for it 
does not succeed in constructing anything stable. Indeed, it cannot do so, 
since it has itself blocked off all the roads to completing its task. You 
yourself have seen and experienced this during the long odyssey when 
you wandered around and exhausted both yourself and me, your 
companion. You maintained that you were an architect, or that you had 
the skills of an architect, but you were quite unable to establish this since 
you got stuck on rugged slopes and in dense thickets more times than | 
can remember. Yet it will be useful to go over the problems again to 

1 CE pp. 3s9f 2 Above p. 360; cf. Second Replies, p. 117. 
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reinforce the present reply. Here, then, are the chief ways in which your 
method cuts its own throat or cuts off all hope of producing a building. 
(x) You do not know whether there is sand or rock beneath the topsoil, 
and hence you can place no more confidence in the rock (that is, if you do 
ever manage to stand on rock) than you can place in sand, Hence 
everything is doubtful and shaky and your very walls are unstable. } shall 
not produce any examples; you may yourself proceed to run through the 
storehouse of your memory, and if you find anything which is not 
infected with this rot, then bring it out, and I shall congratulate you. 
(2) Until I find firm ground which | know for certain does not have 
shifting sand beneath it or any goblins who may undermine it, | must 
reject everything and consider all building materials as suspect. Or at any 
rate — to revert to the ordinary and traditional architectural technique — 
we must first of all determine whether there are any materials which 
should not be rejected, and if so what they are; and we must instruct our 
diggers to keep these materials in their trenches. So everything is 
doubtful, just as we found under point (1), and hence there is nothing 
which is of the slightest use for constructing a building. (3) If there is any- 
thing that could possibly be shifted, even slightly, chen we must turn our 
will in completely the opposite direction and believe that it has already 
collapsed; indeed we must believe that it is necessary to re-excavate, and 
use the empty trench as our foundation. But this cuts off every pathway 
which could lead to successful building. What can you possibly hope to 
get from such propositions as “There is now no earth here, no sand and 
no stone’, and countless others of this sort. You cannot reply that this 
excavation of yours is not permanent but is for a fixed period, like a 
suspension of the Jaw sittings, until we reach a specified depth corres- 
ponding to the depth of sand in the relevant area. For even if we concede 
that the excavation is limited to a specified period, this is the very period 
when you suppose that you are building, the period when you are using, 
or misusing, the emptiness of the trench just as if the whole building 
depended on it, or as if it was the necessary base on which the building 
rested. “But | am employing the digging technique to strengthen my 
foundations and columns, as other architects do”, you reply. “Do they 
not construct temporary scaffolding to use while they are raising the 
column?”’; and so on as above.! 

Here none of the bricklayer’s complaints against the architect are more 
ridiculous than the complaints which my critic has devised against me. In 
rejecting what is doubtful | no more cut myself off from knowledge of the 
truth than the architect’s excavation precluded the subsequent building 

1 Cf above pp. 360f. 
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of the chapel, as is shown by all the truths I was able to demonstrate later 
on. At the very least my critic should have tried to point out something 
false or uncertain in my demonstrations; but since he does not do so, and 
is incapable of doing so, we must accept that he is suffering from an 
inexcusable delusion. I never made any greater effort to prove that I, a 
thinking thing, am a mind than the man in the story makes to prove that 
he is an architect; but my critic, by contrast, expends great labour and 
effort without proving anything — except that he has no mind at all, or at 
any rate not a sound one. Furthermore, from the fact that metaphysical 
doubt goes so far as to make us suppose that we do not know whether 
we are dreaming or awake, it does not follow that we cannot discover 
anything certain, any more than, from the fact that when the architect 
starts digging he does not yet know whether he is going to find rock or 
clay or whatever beneath the sand, it follows that it is impossible for him 
to find rock, or to rely on it once he has found it, Again, until we know 
that God exists, we have reason to doubt everything (i.e. everything such 
that we do not have a clear perception of it before our minds, as I have 
often explained); but it dees not follow that nothing is of any use for 
pursuing the truth, any more than, from the fact that the architect 
ordered everything to be thrown out of the trench until firm ground was 
struck, it followed that the rejected material contained no boulders or 
other sound rocks which might afterwards be thought useful for laying 
the foundations. When the poor bricklayer said that the ordinary and 
traditional architectural technique required that such rocks should not be 
thrown out of the trench, but that the diggers should be told to keep 
them, this was as silly a mistake as our critic makes when he says that ‘we 
must first of all determine whether any propositions are immune from 
doubt, and if so, which propositions they are’. For how can we establish 
these propositions if we are supposing that we do not yet know any? He 
is also wrong in saying that this is a maxim of ordinary traditional 
philosophy, for no such maxim is in fact to be found there. Again, when 
the bricklayer pretended that the architect wanted to use the empty 
trench as a foundation, and that his entire building depended on ir, this 
was as silly as the quite obviously deluded claim of my critic that I 
‘employ the opposite of what is doubrful as a principle of inquiry’ and 
that I use or misuse the beliefs I have renounced as if all truth depended 
on them and as if they were the necessary base on which it rested.' He has 
here forgotten the words that he had earlier reported as mine, viz. 
‘Neither affirm nor deny it; employ neither statement bur regard both as 
false.”* Finally, when the bricklayer compares the digging of a trench in 

§ Above p. 361. 2 Above p. 308: cf. p. 356. 
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order to lay the foundations with the temporary scaffolding used to set 
up a column, he shows that he was as ignorant and inexperienced as my 
own critic, who uses exactly the same comparison to describe the 
renunciation of what is doubtful. 

Reply 4. ‘The technique goes astray by being excessive. That is, it 
attempts more than the laws of prudence demand of it, more, indeed than 
any mortal demands. Admittedly, there are people who ask for solid 
houses to be built for them. But you will not find anyone, up tll now, 
who has been dissatisfied if the house in which he lives is as firm as the 
earth which supports us. So all these efforts to search for a superior level 
of firmness are superfluous. Moreover, just as where walking is con- 
cerned there are well-defined limits of soil-stability which are quite 
sufficient to enable people to walk safely, so in the building of houses 
there are definite limits such that anyone who attains them is certain’; 
and so on, as above.! 

Although the bricklayer’s complaint against the architect here is 
unfair, my critic’s corresponding complaint against me is much more 
unfair, It is true that in house-construction there are well-defined limits 
which fall short of the complete stability of the ground beneath us, but 
which it is not normally worth exceeding. These vary depending on the 
size of the building and the load it imposes; a humble dwelling can be 
safely built on sand, for sand is just as capable of supporting a small 
house as rock is of supporting a high tower. But it is wholly false that in 
laying down our foundations in philosophy there are corresponding 
limits which fall short of complete certainty, but which we can sensibly 
and safely accept without taking doubt any further. For since truth is 
essentially indivisible, it may happen that a claim which we do not 
recognize as possessing complete certainty may in fact be quite false, 
however probable it may appear. To make the foundations of all 
knowledge rest on a claim that we recognize as being possibly false 
would not be a sensible way to philosophize. If someone proceeds in this 
way, how can he answer the sceptics who go beyond all the boundaries of 
doubt? How will he refute them? Will he regard them as desperate lost 
souls? Fine; but how will they regard him in the meantime? Moreover we 
should not suppose that sceptical philosophy is extinct. It is vigor- 
ously alive today, and almost all those who regard themselves as more 
intellectually gifted than others, and find nothing to satisfy them in 
philosophy as it is ordinarily practised, take refuge in scepticism because 
they cannot see any alternative with greater clainas to truth. Yet it is just 
such people who are particularly insistent in their demands for a 

t Cf above p. 361. 
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demonstration of the existence of God and the immortality of the human 
mind. Hence my critic’s comments here set a very bad example, especially 
in view of his reputation for learning. What he says shows that he does not 
think that the errors of the atheistic sceptics can be refuted, and hence 
he is giving them all the support and encouragement he can. No sceptic 
nowadays has any doubt in practice about whether he has a head, or 
whether two and three make five, and so on. What the sceptics say is that 
they merely treat such claims as true because they appear to be so, but 
they do not accept them as certain, because no reliable arguments require 
them to do so. But they do not see the existence of God and the 
immortality of the human mind as having the same appearance of truth, 
and hence they are unwilling to treat these claims as true for practical 
purposes unless and until they have seen them proved by means of 
arguments more reliable than any of those which lead them to accept 
whatever is apparently true. Now since I have provided a reliable proof 
of these matters, and this is something that no one, so far as I know, has 
done before, | think my critic’s attack is the greatest and most unfair 
slander that could possibly be devised; for throughout his discussion he 
repeatedly and emphatically attributes to me the one error which is the 
hallmark of the sceptics, namely excessive doubt. He is remarkably 
unstinting when he comes to catalogue my faults. He says that ‘to push 
the limits further, and cross the sea which no one in past ages has ever 
tried to cross, is an achievement that deserves no ordinary praise’; yet 
although (as I shall show in a moment) he has no reason to suspect that [ 
have failed to achieve this with respect to the very problem he discusses, 
he goes on to list the achievement among my faults, with the words ‘it 
deserves high praise indeed, provided you can cross the sea without 
shipwreck’.! He obviously wants my readers to believe that I came to 
grief or committed some error in this enterprise, but he does not really 
believe this himself, or have any reason to suspect it. If he had been able 
to think up the least reason to suspect that | had made some error 
anywhere on my journey, where | led the mind from knowledge of its 
own existence to knowledge of the existence of God and to the 
distinction between mind and body, then he would surely have included 
it somewhere in the course of a discussion which is so long and verbose 
and so lacking in arguments. Surely he would have preferred to do this 
rather than do what he in’ fact did, namely keep changing the subject 
whenever the argument required this issue to be discussed, and fatuously 
represent me as holding forth about whether a thinking thing was a 
mind. It follows that he did not in fact have any reason to suspect that I 

1 Above pp. 36rf. 
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had gone astray in any of my assertions, or in the arguments by means of 
which I became the first philosopher ever to overturn the doubt of the 
sceptics. He admits that this deserves the highest praise, and yet he has 
the face to censure me on this very count, and to foist on me that very 
doubt which, rather than singling me out, he might more justly have 
attributed to all the other human beings who have never managed to 
refute it. 

Reply 5. ‘The technique is faulty because it is deficient. That is, in 
pushing too hard it achieves nothing at all. Here you yourself are the only 
witness and judge I need. What results have you obtained with all your 
magnificent apparatus? What has your solemn excavation brought you — 
an excavation so general and unstinting that you have not even spared 
the most solid boulders — apart from the well-worn rock referred to in the 
diché “The rock which is discovered underneath all the sand is solid and 
firm.” This cliché is so familiar even to the mass of mankind’; and so on 
as above.! : 

Here I was expecting our bricklayer — and my critic too — to prove 
something. But the bricklayer confines himself to asking what results the 
architect achieved wih his digging, apart from uncovering a rock, and 
ignores the fact that he has built his chapel on this foundation. And 
similarly my critic merely asks what I have achieved by my renunciation 
of what is doubtful, apart from the cliché ‘I am thinking, | exist. 
Presumably he regards it as nothing that I demonstrated the existence of 
God and many other things from this starting point. He says I am the 
only witness he needs — presumably he means the only witness to his 
remarkable impudence. The same goes for the other equally false 
assertions he makes elsewhere, when he says ‘Everyone without excep- 
tion believes them’, or “Lecture-rooms everywhere echo with these 
doctrines’, or ‘We all heard as much from our teachers, and they heard it 
from theirs, and so on back to Adam.” These assertions are ne more to 
be trusted than the oaths of people who try to persuade us of something 
incredible and false: the more false and incredible they think their claim 
is, the more they tend to double and redouble their oaths. 

Reply 6. ‘The technique commits the common fault which it accuses 
other systems of committing. It is astonished that everyone should say 
and maintain with such confidence “The sand on which we stand is firm 
enough; the ground on which we stand is not shifting” etc.; and yet it is 
not equally astonished at itself when it says with just as much confidence 
“We must throw out the sand”’, etc.’ 


1 Ch above p. 362. 2 Above pp. 3638 3 CE above p. 362. 
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This is no sillier than what my critic says in his corresponding 
ctiticism. 

Reply 7. ‘The technique commits a fault peculiar to itself. The rest of 
mankind regard the ground on which we stand, the sand and the stones, 
as firm up to a point — sufficiently firm. But your peculiar strategy regards 
the opposite of ground, namely the trench from which the sand, stones 
and the rest have been removed, as not only something firm but as so firm 


that this most solid chapel can be built on it. Indeed, your method places | 


so much weight on this crutch that if you remove it, it will fall fat on its 
face,”! 

Here the speaker is completely deluded, just as my critic is when he 
forgets the words ‘Neither affirm it nor deny ir’, ete. 

Reply 8. ‘it goes astray through negligence. That is, it fails to observe 
that the instability of the ground is a two-edged sword, and while 
avoiding one edge it cuts itself on the other. Since it regards sand as not 
being firm enough ground, it removes it and produces the opposite, 
namely an empty trench; but by imprudently relying on this as if it were 
something stable, it ends up cutting itself.”? 

Here again, he should have remembered the words ‘Neither affirm it 
nor deny it.’ And the figure of the double-edged sword better fits the 
wisdom of our poor bricklayer than it does that of my critic. ; 

Reply 9. ‘It goes astray wilfully. For knowingly, voluntarily and 
advisedly it blinds itself, and by deliberately rejecting what it needs to 
build a house, it allows itself to be deluded by its own rule; thus it nor 
only produces results it did not intend, but those it most fears.” 

How much truth there is in this, and in the corresponding charge 
against me, is shown in the architect’s case by his success in building the 
chapel, and in my case by the truths which | managed to demonstrate. 

Reply ro, ‘It sins by commission by returning to old. materials which it 
had proscribed by solemn edict, and by picking up rejected stones against 
the laws of trench-digging. Think back and you will see this well 
enough.”4 

My critic imitates this absurdity when he forgets the words ‘Neither 
affirm nor deny.’ Otherwise, how could he have had the face to pretend 
that what he had earlier said ‘should neither be affirmed nor denied’ is 
now proscribed by solemn edict? 

Reply rz. ‘It sins by omission. For having laid ic down as a solemn 
principle that “we should take great care not to admit as true anything 
we cannot prove to be true”, it proceeds to violate the principle more 
than once. It assumes with impunity, and regards as completely certain 

t Ibid. 2 Ibid. 3 ibid. 4 Ibid. 


552 


553 


554 


378 Objections and Replies 


[Descartes] 
and true, such unproved statements as “Sandy soil is not sufficiently firm 
to support a building”’, and so on.! 

Here the speaker is plainly as deluded as my critic: he applies to the 
excavation of trenches what properly relates to the construction of 
buildings, just as my critic applies to the renunciation of the doubtful 
what properly relates to the construction of a philosophy. The maxim 
‘We should not admit anything as true unless we can prove it is true’ is 
perfectly correct when it is a question of establishing or affirming some 
proposition; but when it is merely a matter of renouncing @ belief (or 
digging out a trench), then mere suspicion is all that is required. 

Reply 12. ‘What the technique contains is either unsound or nothing 
new, and for the most part it is superfluous. 

(i) “You may say that your rejection of sandy soil is meant to be the 
normal excavation process which other architects employ when they 
reject sand only in so far as it is not sufficiently firm for supporting the 
weight of a building. If this is the case, then your technique is sound, but 
it is nothing new, and your excavation process will be nothing new 
either, but a traditional device which all architects without exception 
have employed.” 

(ii) ‘If the excavation of sand means that all the sand must be thrown 
out in the sense that we are supposed to remove it all and keep nothing 
back, using none of it, or rather using tts opposite, namely the empty 
space which it previously occupied, as something solid and firm, then this 
is something new but it is utterly unsound, and so your principle of 
excavation will be novel but illegitimate.’ 

(iii) “You may claim that your technique can achieve the foilowing 
result by weighty and powerful arguments. “tam qualified in 
architecture and | practise it, but in virtue of this | am neither an architect 
nor a bricklayer nor a builder’s mate, but something so separate from 
these things that | can understand myself without understanding any of 
these things, just as an animal, or sentient thing, can be understood 
without our understanding that it is a thing that neighs or bellows”, etc. 
This claim is sound, but nothing new: you will find street-corners 
everywhere echoing with this doctrine, which is put forward in various 
different ways by everyone who considers that there are people qualified 
in architecture; indeed, if architecture includes wall-building, so that 
those who mix mortar and cut stones and haul around building materials 
are regarded as knowing architecture, then this doctrine is held by 
everyone who believes that workmen perform these tasks, i.e. everyone 
without exception.* 

1 Chabove p.363. 2 Ibid. 3 Ibid. 4 Ibid. 
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(iv) “If you say that your method proves by powerful and well 
thought-out arguments that you really exist and are qualified in 
architecture, and that while you exist, no architect or bricklayer or 
builder’s mate really exists, then you are saying something new but quite 
unsound. For your claim is just as suspect as saying that an animal exists 
but that no lion, or fox, or whatever, exists. ! 

(v) ‘By “building” you may mean that you employ architecture in the 
construction of buildings and build in such a way that you can 
contemplate and consider your building activities by a reflexive act, This 
would mean that when you build, you know and consider that you are 
building (and this is really what it is to be conscious and to have 
conscious awareness of some activity). Such consciousness, you may 
claim, is a property of architecture, or of the art which is superior to the 
skill of a builder’s mate, and it is in this sense that you are an architect. 
This is a claim that you have not made before, but which you should have 
made; indeed, I often wanted to suggest it to you when [ saw your 
method struggling ineffectively to bring it forth. Bur the claim, although 
sound, is nothing new, since we all heard it from our teachers long ago, 
and they heard it from their teachers, and so on, I would think, right back 
to Adam. 

‘If this, then, is your claim, what superfluous results your method has 
produced! What redundancy! What verbal excesses! What elaborate 
techniques designed to secure your glory and prestige! What was the 
point of all that talk about instability of the sand, subsidence and goblins, 
and your other empty scare-tactics? What was the point of that excavat- 
ing of yours, which went so deep that it refused to leave us with any more 
than a mere patch of earth to build on? Why all those interminable 
wanderings to distant shores, far away from the senses, amid ghosts and 
shadows? How does all this finally help to set up a.solid chapel — as if a 
chapel could not stand up unless everything else were turned upside 
down? Why so much massive shifting of materials, leading us to throw 
away the old ones, take up the new, and then abandon the new only to 
take up the old again? Perhaps it is simply that these new mysteries 
require new ceremonies, just as while we are in a temple or in the 
presence of the mighty we should not behave as if we were in a tavern or 
a hovel! But why does your method not lay aside all ambiguities and tell 
us the truth simply, clearly and briefly, in one sentence: “I build, | am 
conscious of building, therefore | am an architect.”?2 

(vi) ‘Finally, you may mean that you construct houses, design and plan 
bedrooms, storerooms, porches, doors, windows, pillars and so on, and 

1 Cf above pp. 363f. 2 CE above p. 364. 
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then give orders to the suppliers and manufacturers, bricklayers, tilers, 
labourers and other workmen, and supervise their work. And you may 
claim that this is the special function of the architect in the sense that no 
other craftsmen can discharge it. This is indeed something new, but it is 
quite unsound. It will turn out to be an arbitrary and unacceptable claim, 
unless perhaps (and this is the only hope left) you are keeping something 
hidden in reserve which you can bring on stage and display to the gaping 
crowd at the crucial moment. But we have been waiting for this for so 
long that it is quite hopeless.”! 

Final reply. ‘1 think you are now fearful for your method which, 
understandably enough, you love and embrace and kiss like your own 
child. You are afraid that after convicting it of so many faults and 
revealing, as you can see, that it is full of holes and leaking everywhere, I 
shall condemn it to be thrown on the rubbish heap. But be of good 
courage; | am a friend! I shail disappoint and overcome your fearful 
expectations by sitting quietly and waiting. I know you, and the keenness 
and perspicacity of your intellect: if you are given time for meditation, 
and allowed to consult your faithful rule in some secluded retreat, you 
will shake the dust off your architectural technique, wash off all the 
grime, and display i to our sight clean and polished once again. 
Meanwhile, accept my comments, and give me your attention while I go 
cn to reply to your remaining questions. 1 shall include many topics 
which for the sake of brevity | have so far touched on only lightly, namely 
problems relating to arches, the openings for windows, pillars, porches 
and so on.’2 But here we have the programme for a new comedy. 


CAN THE ARCHITECTURAL TECHNIQUE BE RECONSTRUCTED? 


‘Your third question is...’ When the speaker embarked on this speech,’ 
some of his friends saw that the excessive envy and hatred which afflicted 
him had now reached the proportions of a disease, and instead of letting 
him continue to rant and rave on in the streets, took him straight to a 
doctor. 

For my part, | would not venture to suspect that my critic suffered a 
similar fate. But 1 will simply proceed to point out how closely he has 
imitated the poor bricklayer in all his criticisms. First of all he has copied 
him in playing the part of a judge — a very upright one, of course — who is 
scrupulously and meticulously careful not to pass any rash judgements. 
After condemning me no less than eleven times on the one charge of 
rejecting what is doubtful in order to establish what is certain (or digging 
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trenches in order to lay the foundations of my building), he comes back 
to the charge for the twelfth and last time, and examines it as follows:! 

(i) He says that if | meant by my method what he in fact knows I did 
mean by it (as is clear from the words ‘Neither affrm nor deny’, which 
he himself attributes to me), then my method ig indeed sound, but 
‘nothing new”, 

(ti) He says that | may have meant it in another way — the way that 
forms the basis of the eleven faults he listed earlier; but he knows that 
this is quite remote from my intention, since he represents me in Section 3 
of his ‘first question’ as reacting to it with amazement and saying ‘How 
could any sane man arrive at that idea?’? Yet he says that on this 
interpretation my method is new but quite unsound. Surely no one in the 
whole history of abuse has ever told such shameless lies, or shown such 
disregard for all truth and plausibility; whae is more, surely no one has 
ever been so exceedingly careless and forgetful! For in his elaborate and 
carefully planned discussion my critic has returned time and time again 
to attack the very doctrine which he admitted at the start to be so 
abhorrent to the very author charged with holding it that the author 
regarded it as incapable of entering the mind of a sane man! 

As for the topics that follow in both our bricklayer’s speech and that of 
my critic (numbers (iii), (iv) and (v)), they are quite irrelevant, and were 
never raised either by me or by the architect. It seems probable that the 
bricklayer first thought them up because he did not dare to attack any of 
the architect’s achievements, for fear of making his own ignorance all too 
apparent, and yet he wanted to give the impression of not limiting his 
criticism entirely to the technique of excavation. My critic has apparently 
copied the ignorant bricklayer here for similar reasons. 

(ili) In saying that a thinking thing can be understood without our 
having any understanding of a mind or soul or body, my critic is 
philosophizing just as ineptly as the bricklayer was when he said that a 
person qualified in architecture can be understood to be no more an 
architect than a bricklayer or a builder’s mate, and can be understood 
separately from any of these things. 

(iv) To say that a thinking thing can exist although no mind exists is 
just as silly as saying that a person qualified in architecture can exist 
although no architect exists (provided, that is, the word ‘mind’ is taken in 
the ordinary sense, in the way in which I explained I was taking it). 
Again, for a thinking thing to exist without a body is no more of a 


1 See above pp. 363f for Bourdin’s six criticisms under this heading, and pp. 378-80 above 
for Descartes’ parody of them. 
2 Above p. 307. 
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contradiction than for an architectural expert to exist without there 
being any bricklayers or builders’ mates. 

(v) My critic says that to enable a substance to be superior to matter 
and wholly spiritual (and he insists on using the term ‘mind’ only in this 
restricted sense), it is not sufficient for it to think: it is further required 
that it should think that it is thinking, by means of a reflexive act, or that 
it should have awareness of its own thought.' This is as deluded as our 
bricklayer’s saying that a person who is skilled in architecture must 
employ a reflexive act to ponder on the fact that he has this skill before he 
can be an architect. It may in fact be that all architects frequently reflect 
on the fact that they have this skill, or at least are capable of so reflecting. 
But it is obvious that an architect does not need to perform this reflexive 
act in order to be an architect. And equally, this kind of pondering or 
reflecting is not required in order for a thinking substance to be superior 
to matter, The initial thought by means of which we become aware of 
something does not differ from the second thought by means of which we 
become aware that we were aware of it, any more than this second 
thought differs from the third thought by means of which we become 
aware that we were aware that we were aware. And if it is conceded that 
a corporeal thing has the first kind of thought, then there is not the 
slightest reason to deny that it can have the second. Accordingly, it must 
be stressed that my critic commits a much more dangerous error in this 
respect than does the poor bricklayer. He removes the true and most 
clearly intelligible feature which differentiates corporeal things from 
incorporeal ones, viz. that the latter think, but not the former; and in its 
place he substitutes a feature which cannot in any way be regarded as 
essential, namely that incorporeal things reflect on their thinking, but 
corporeal ones do not. Hence he does everything he can to hinder our 
understanding of the real distinction between the human mind and the 
body. 

(vi) In championing the cause of brute animals and wanting to 
attribute thought to them just as much as to human beings,” my critic 
behaves even less excusably than the bricklayer, who attempts to 
arrogate to himself and his like the skill of the architect. 

Finally, it is quite clear throughout that both my critic and the 
bricklayer have behaved in a similar fashion: they have not thought up 
objections that have any truth or plausibility but have merely employed 
whatever bogus charges they could devise in order to disparage their 
enemy by representing him as foolish or ignorant before an audience that 
neither Knows the man accused nor takes the trouble to make any careful 

1 Cf above p. 364. 2 Ibid. 
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inquiries about the truth of the charges. How appropriate it is that our 
report of the bricklayer’s speech had him expressing his insane envy by 
praising the architect’s excavation as a magnificent device but despising 
the rock uncovered by this technique, and the chapel built upon the rock, 
as things of no account! But in spite of all this, our report shows him 
expressing his thanks, ‘out of friendship and the particular goodwill he 
felt’, etc. Again, our report has the bricklayer producing this splendid 
peroration: ‘What superfluous results your method has produced! What 
redundancy! What verbal excess! What elaborate techniques designed to 
secure you glory and prestige!’ And a little later: ‘I think you are now 
fearful for your method which, understandably enough, you love and 
embrace ... Be of good courage; | am a friend!”! All this describes our 
bricklayer’s disease of envy so graphically that I think no poet could have 
produced a more lifelike account. Yet ir is remarkable chat our critic 
imitates all this so effectively that he himself does not realize what he is 
doing, and does not perform that reflexive act of thinking which a 
moment ago he was putting forward as the mark that distinguishes 
mankind from the brutes. For surely he would not be commenting on the 
excessive verbosity of my own writings if he was aware of the far greater 
verbal excess of which he is himself guilty. He confines himself to the 
method of doubt which | presented and — | cannot say criticizes it, since 
he produces no critical arguments, but simply barks at it, if | may use a 
somewhat harsh expression, since no other phrase occurs to me which 
express the truth more aptly; and after all this he ends up producing 
vastly more words than I tock to present the doubt in the first place. He 
would hardly have referred to ‘verbal excess’ if he had been aware of the 
prolix and superfluous and empty loquacity of which he has been guilty 
throughout his discussion, notwithstanding his claim at the end that he 
has tried to be brief. But since he says in conclusion that he is my friend, 
and since | want to be as friendly towards him as possible, | shall follow 
the example of the bricklayer’s friends who carried him off to the doctor, 
and entrust my critic to the care of his superior.? 

1 Above p. 365. 


2 Bourdin’s religious superior was Father Dinet, the head of the Jesuits in France. See the 
letter that follows, and Translator’s preface, above pp. 64f. 
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LETTER TO FATHER DINET 

To the Very Reverend Father Dinet, S.J., Provincial of France, 
from René Descartes 
[recently wrote to the Reverend Father Mersenne about the essay which | 
had heard that Father Bourdin! had written against me, and I indicated 
that I was very keen for him to publish it or at least send it to me so that I 
could have it published along with the remaining sets of objections which 
others had sent me. But when I asked him to get permission for this either 
from Father Bourdin, or indeed from Your Reverence, since I thought 
this the fairest course, he replied that he had already passed my letter on 
to you, and that you had not only been pleased with it but had also given 
him every indication of your singular concern, warmth and good-will 
towards me. And immediately afterwards 1 saw the proof of this myself, 
when the essay in question was sent to me. This leads me to express my 
utmost thanks to you, and also encourages me to tell you quite openly 
what I think of the essay, and to ask your advice about my projected 
studies. 

When I held Father Bourdin’s essay in my hands for the first time | was 
as happy as if | was clutching some great treasure. For my dearest wish is 
to test the certainty of my opinions by having them examined by 
distinguished men, in the hope that they will be unable to discover any 
element of falsity in them; and failing that, my next wish is to be advised 
of my mistakes so that | can put them right. In a healthy body there is 
such communication and harmony between all the parts that the 
individual members do not have to rely merely on their own private 
resources of strength, but can call on a kind of communal vigour, 
belonging to the whole organism, which assists the operation of each 
part. And similarly, knowing what a close linking of minds normally 
obtains among members of your Society, | thought that what I had before 
me was not just one man’s essay but the balanced and careful assessment 
that your entire Society had formed of my views. 

When I read the essay, however, 1 was astounded to realize that ! 


1 The name is supplied here and elsewhere for the reader’s convenience. In the original 
Descartes always refers to his critic obliquely as ‘R.P.” (‘the Revd Father’). The ‘essay’ 
referred to is the work published as the Seventh Set of Objections. For publication details 
of this and the letter to Dinet, see Preface above pp. 64f. 
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would have to revise my view completely. For if it had come from an 
author governed by the same spirit which animates your whole Society, 
then I would have found within it more — or at least no less — kindness, 
gentleness and modesty than I have found in the comments of those 
laymen who have written to me about my work. But instead, anyone 
comparing it with other people’s objections to my Meditations would be 
sure to think that it was these other critics’ work that had been composed 
by those in holy orders, and to regard this essay as having been written 
with such bitterness as would be unseemly even for a layman, let alone 
one whose vows require him to be more virtuous than ordinary men. 
Moreover, | would have expected the work of a religious man to shine 
with the love of God and the burning desire to promote his glory; but 
instead I found this essay attacking the principles from which i deduced 
the existence of God and the distinction between the human soul and the 
body, and, what is more, attacking them with great enthusiasm, in the 
face of reason and truth, and with all the bogus authority and fictitious 
invention that could be mustered. Again, | would have expected to find 
learning, sound reasoning and intelligence; but instead 1 found no 
learning at all (unless we count familiarity with the kind of Latin used by 
the plebs of ancient Rome as learning), no reasoning (except what was 
either invalid or false), and a sharpness of intellect more suited to a 
bricklayer than a Jesuit priest. I will not mention good sense and the 
other virtues for which your Society is so distinguished, since they are 
conspicuous by their absence — indeed, there is not even the slightest 
whiff of them to be detected anywhere in the essay. But I would at least 
have expected some reverence for the truth, some integrity and honesty; 
yet, as is clear from the comments which ] added,! no imaginable slander 
is further removed from all semblance of truth than are all the charges 
against me which are to be found in this essay. Moreover, just as, if one 
part of the body is greatly out of step with those“common principles that 
regulate the whole, this shows that it is in the grip of some disease 
peculiar to that organ, so the essay which the Reverend Father has 
produced makes it quite clear that he does not enjoy the health and good 
sense which are to be found elsewhere in your Society. Now we do not 
think less of the head, or the whole person, just because there may be 
malign humours infecting his foot or finger, against his will and through 
no fault of his own; on the contrary, we praise his resolution and courage 
when he agrees to undergo a painful cure. No one has ever despised 
Caius Marius for having varicose veins in his legs; on the contrary he is 
more often praised for his courage in undergoing surgery than for his 
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r See Seventh Set of Objections and Replies, above PP. 302, 308 etc. 
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since I know the devout and paternal affection with which you treat all 
your members, the fact that this essay seems to me to be so bad makes me 
appreciate all the more your integrity and concern in ordering it to be 
sent to me, and increases even more my respect and veneration for your 
whole Society, But since Father Bourdin had the essay sent to me under 
his own name, | do not want to seem too hasty in believing that he did 
not do so of his own accord; and so | will now explain the reason which 
leads me to believe that this is the case, as well as giving an account of 
everything that has so far passed between us. . zt 

It would have greatly assisted the Reverend Father’s plan if he could 
have prevented his essay from being published, and merely given a 
private reading to a few friends. This would have made it easy for him to 
make sure it was not seen by anyone who could recognize all the 
fabrications; and the others would have listened to him that much more, 
thinking that he was my friend and hence was unwilling to publish the 
essay for fear of damaging my reputation. In the meantime he would not 
have suffered any risk of his audience’s being too small; for if he had 
managed to convince only his fellow members of your College in Paris, as 
he hoped to do, their view would easily have spread to all your other 
members throughout the world, and from them to almost all those 
influenced by the authority of your Society. | should not have been 
surprised if this had in fact happened. For given that each of you is so 
busy with his own studies, it is impossible for each individual to examine 
the vast numbers of new books that are published every day. | would 
imagine that you wait for the verdict of whichever member of your 
Society first undertakes to read a given book, and that you then base your 
decision as to whether to read it or not on his judgement. Indeed, I think I 
have experienced the effects of this policy already in connection with the 
treatise on meteorology? that I published. For since, if lam not mistaken, 
it provides a truer and more precise explanation of the area of 
philosophy? with which it deals than is to be found in anyone else’s 
writings, | can see no reason why the philosophers who give annual 
courses on meteorology in all your colleges should not refer to my 
account, other than that they may have believed Father Bourdin’s unjust 
verdict on me and thus never read the book. 


x There follows an account of Bourdin’s earlier attacks on Descartes during the year 1640 
and of Descartes’ complaints against him to the head of the Jesuit College at Paris. 

2 One of the essays published with the Discourse in 1637; see vol. 1, p. 109. 

3 It should be remembered here, and in what tollows, that ‘philosophy’ for Descartes and 
his contemporaries included natural philosophy, ie. what we should nowadays call 
“science”. 
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But as long as he merely attacked my views on physics or mathematics, 
I was not too concerned. But in his essay he undertakes to subvert the 
metaphysical principles by means of which I demonstrated the existence 
of God and the real distinction between the human soul and the body; 
and what is more he tries to do so not with arguments but with lies and 
slander. Now knowledge of these truths is so important that no decent 
person could object to my vigorously defending what I wrote. And it will 
not be difficult to do this, for since Father Bourdin confines his objections 
to the claim that the doubts I raise are excessive, I simply need to show 
that this is an unjust and trumped-up charge. To do this, I do not need to 
refer to all the passages in my Meditations where I refuted and eliminated 
these doubts more carefully and, if Lam not mistaken, more scrupulously 
than any other author whose writings we possess. It will be enough for 
me to remind the reader of what I explicitly stated at the beginning of my 
Reply to the Third Set of Objections, namely that, in every case, | put 
forward these arguments for doubting not to convince people of them 
but, on the contrary, in order to refute them, just as a medical writer 
must provide a description of a disease if he wants to explain how it can 
be cured.! And who, may ! ask, bas ever been so presumptuous, or such 
a shameless slanderer, as to censure Hippocrates or Galen for describing 
the causes which generally give rise to diseases, and then to infer that 
their doctrines contain nothing more than a method of falling ill? 

Those who know that the Reverend Father has in fact been as bold and 
shameless as this would not readily accept that he acted on his own 
initiative in this matter, unless | were to come forward and declare that 
his previous writings against me were not approved by your Society and 
that this most recent essay was sent to me on your instructions. The best 
place in which I can make this known is in this letter, and so | think it is 
quite appropriate for me to have it published, along with my comments 
on Father Bourdin’s essay.? ss 


But in the hope of deriving some personal benefit from the publication 
of this letter, | will now say something of the philosophy which I am 
writing at the moment,’ and which I have decided, unless any obstacle 
arises, to publish in a year or two. I published some specimen essays‘ of 
this philosophy in the year 1637, and I tried to do everything I could to 
protect myself from the envy and hostility which, although quite 
undeserved, I realized would fall on me as a result, This was the reason 


1 Above p. rar. 

2 This was in fact done, for the letter to Diner appears immediately after the ‘essay’ and 
‘comments’ (i.e. the Seventh Set of Objections and Replies) in the 1642 edition. 

3 Le. the Principles of Philosophy which eventually appeared in 1644. 

4 The three essays published with the Discourse. See vol. r, Pp. 109. 


574 


575 


$76 


388 Letter to Father Dinet 


why I did not want my name to appear on the title pages! it was not, as 
some may have thought, that | was diffident about, or ashamed of, any of 
the arguments in the book. The desire to avoid envy was also the reason 
for my stating explicitly on page 66 of the Discourse on the Method, 
that | did not intend that my philosophy should be published in my 
lifetime. | should still be sticking to this decision today, if it had done at 
least something to keep me free of the envy and hostility of others, as I 
had every reason to hope it would. But in fact quite the opposite 
happened, and my specimen essays met with the following fate. Although 
it was not possible for many people to understand them, there were 
several very intelligent and learned readers who did bother to look at 
them in detail and found them to contain many truths which had not 
been common knowledge before. The reputation of the work thus grew, 
and led many people to become convinced straightaway that I was 
capable of providing explanations in philosophy that possessed incon- 
trovertible certainty. As a result, the great majority of people wanted me 
to go ahead and publish my entire philosophical system. This majority 
included all lovers of the truth: not just those outside the Schools who 
can conduct their philosophical inquiries without restrictions, but a large 
number of professional teachers, especially the younger generation and 
those who rely more on their native wit than on some undeserved 
reputation for learning. But there remained a minority, namely those 
who prefer to appear learned rather than to acquire genuine learning, 
and who suppose that they have some reputation in the academic world 
because they have mastered the technique of acrimonious debate over 
scholastic controversies; and these people were afraid that once the truth 
was discovered all these controversies would collapse and that their own 
speciality would become wholly despised. Thus, fearing that if my 
philosophy were to be published the truth would be uncovered, but 
not daring to say openly that they were anxious for it not to appear, 
they seethed with hatred towards me. It was quite easy for me to 
distinguish my supporters from my opponents. For those who wanted my 
philosophical system to be published remembered very well that | had 
decided not to publish it in my lifetime, and several of them said that they 
were unhappy about my preferring to bestow it on future generations 
rather than on my own contemporaries. But all honest men saw my 
reason for doing so, and continued to show their affection for me, 
realizing that I had no lack of zeal to serve the public good. But those 
who feared publication failed to remember what | had said, or else 
refused to believe it; on the contrary, they actually supposed that | had 


1 The Discourse and the three essays that follow it were published anonymously. 
2 See vol. z, p. 145- 
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promised to publish the work. Hence they called me the ‘famous 
promiser’ and compared me to those who pretend for years that they are 
writing a book and indulge in empty boasts about their ‘forthcoming 
publication’. Indeed, Father Bourdin himself says that he has been 
waiting for me to produce this for so long that it is now “quite hopeless’,! 
But it is quite ridiculous for him to think that we can have been ‘waiting 
for so long’ for a person who is still comparatively young to produce 
something which others have not managed to provide these many 
centuries. Ir is also foolish of him, if he is trying to attack me, to concede 
that | am the sort of genius who can be expected to produce in a few 
years (so that anything more is a ‘long wait’) what | would not expect 
him to produce in six hundred years, were we both to live that long. 
Opponents of this sort, then, were quite convinced that the philosophical 
system of which they were so frightened was already complete, and that ! 
had decided to publish it straightaway. So they began to attack not only 
the views set out in the books } had already published, but also the 
philosophy whose contents they did not yet know. They assailed it with 
many slanders, some surreptitious, some open and public, with the aim 
either of scaring me into withholding publication or else of destroying my 
philosophy immediately on publication and, as it were, smothering it at 
birth. At first I tried to laugh this off, and the more fiercely | saw them 
attacking me, the higher opinion of me | supposed they must have. But I 
have seen my attackers growing in number every day, and, as often 
happens, the enthusiasm with which they have looked for every chance to 
damage me has far exceeded the enthusiasm of any of my supporters 
to defend me. So I have begun to fear that their undercover efforts to 
discredit me may meet with some success, and that they may be more of a 
nuisance to me if | stick to my plan of not publishing my philosophy than 
if I confront them openly; for by setting before them in its entirety the 
work of which they are so afraid, I can at least ensure that they will have 
nothing further to be frightened of. I have therefore decided to submit to 
the public the sum total of my few reflections on philosophy, and to fight 
for the widest possible acceptance of my views, if indeed they are true, 
Because of this, I shall not present them in the same order and style which 
1 adopted when I wrote about many of these matters before — namely in 
the Treatise of which I gave an outline in my Discourse on the Method? 
but instead I shall use a style more suited to the current practice in the 
Schools, That is, I shall deal with each topic in turn, in short articles, and 
shall present the topics in such an order that the proof of what comes 
later depends solely on what has come earlier, so that everything is 
connected together in a single structure. In this way | hope I can provide 


1 Cf above p. 380, 
2 The treatise referred to is The Worid; sce vol. 1, pp. 79ff and 13 rif. 
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such a clear account of the truth of all the issues normally discussed in 
philosophy,! that anyone who is seeking the truth may be able to find it in 
my book without any difficulty. 

Now the class of those who seck the truth includes all young people 
when they first get down to learning philosophy. It also includes all of us, 
of whatever age, when we are meditating on philosophical issues in 
privacy and solitude, and are making our inquiries solely for our personal 
benefit. In addition, there are all the royal patrons and rulers and others 
who found universities and colleges, and set up endowments for the 
teaching of philosophy. Such patrons desire that, so far as is possible, 
only true philosophy shall be taught in their institutions, and if they 
allow doubtful and contentious opinions to be aired, the intention is not 
that their subjects should get into the habit of disputing everything, and 
so become more argumentative, refractory and stubborn, and thus less 
obedient to their superiors and more likely to stir up sedition; their hope 
is, rather, that the truth will be discovered, since most of them are 
convinced that it will eventually emerge out of all these debates and 
arguments. And even if long experience has taught them that the truth is 
rarely discovered in this way, their zeal for the truth is such that they 
think that even the smallest hope of discovering it should not be 
neglected. For there has never been a nation so savage or barbarous or so 
opposed to the right use of reason (which alone makes us human beings) 
as to want its teachers to propagate opinions which are at variance with 
the known truth. There is no doubt that the truth is always to be 
preferred to any opinion that conflicts with it, however long-standing 
and widely accepted that opinion may be; and all teachers should 
therefore be obliged to seek for the truth with all their might, and to 
teach it, once it has been discovered. 

But people may not believe that the truth will be found in the new 
philosophy which | have undertaken to publish. For it may hardly seem 
likely that one person has managed to see more than hundreds of 
thousands of highly intelligent men who have followed the opinions that 
are commonly accepted in the Schools. Well-trodden and familiar 
pathways are always safer than new and unknown ones, and this maxim 
is particularly relevant because of theology. For the experience of many 
years has taught us that the traditional and common philosophy is consis- 
tent with theology, but it is uncertain whether this will be true of the new 
philosophy. For this reason some people maintain that the new philoso- 
phy should be prohibited and suppressed at the earliest opportunity, in 
case it should attract large numbers of inexperienced people who are avid 


1 See note 3 above p. 386. 
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for novelty, and thus gradually spread and gain momentum, disturbing 
the peace and tranquility of the Schools and the universities and even 
bringing new heresies into the Church. 

As far as | am concerned, my reply to this is that | make no special 
claims for myself, and would not venture to assert that my vision is better 
than anyone else’s. What has perhaps helped me is that I have no great 
confidence in my own intelligence, and so 1 have followed only those 
paths that are easy and straightforward. It is hardly surprising that, by 
keeping to such simple routes, a person can make more progress than 
others of greatly superior intelligence, who follow rugged and impen- 
etrable pathways. 

Let me add that I do not want people to take my word for the truth of 
the philosophy I have promised to publish; its truth should be judged on 
the basis of the specimen essays I have already produced.! For in those 
essays I dealt with not one or two but many hundreds of problems which 
no one before me had ever explained in such a fashion. And although 
many people have looked askance at my writings in the past and tried to 
refute them by every possible means, no one, so far as | know, has been 
able to find in them anything that is not true. If we survey all the past ages 
in which earlier philosophies flourished and make a list of all the 
problems solved by those philosophies, they will be found to be both 
fewer and less important than the problems solved by means of my own 
philosophy. Indeed, | maintain that for every single problem ever solved 
by means of the principles distinctive of peripatetic philosophy,? | can 
demonstrate that the supposed solution is invalid and false. Let us put 
this to the test: | invite my readers to come forward, not with a compiete 
list — for I do not think it is worth the trouble for me to spend too much 
time on this — but with a few selected examples, and | will stand by my 
promise. To prevent possible quibbling, I must point cut that in speaking 
of the ‘principles distinctive of peripatetic philosophy’ | am excluding 
those problems where the solution has been derived cither (1) merely from 
the common experience of all mankind, or (ii) from the consideration of 
shapes and motions (which is the province of the mathematicians), or (iii) 
in the case of metaphysics, from those common notions* which, like the 
items under 4) and (ii), | do indeed accept, as is clear from my 
Meditations. 

I shall add something that may seem paradoxical. Everything in 
peripatetic philosophy, regarded as a distinctive school that is different 
from others, is quite new, whereas everything in my philosophy is old. 


1 See note 4, above p. 387. 2 Le. Aristotelian philosophy, 
3 For examples of ‘common notions’ see pp. 116f above. 
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For as far as principles are concerned, I only accept those which in the 
past have always been common ground among all philosophers without 
exception, and which are therefore the most ancient of ali. Moreover, the 
conclusions | go on to deduce are already contained and implicit in these 
principles, and I show this so clearly as to make it apparent that they too 
are very ancient, in so far as they are naturally implanted in the human 
mind. By contrast, the principles of the commonly accepted philosophy — 
at least at the time when they were invented by Aristotle and others — 
were quite new, and we should not suppose that they are any better now 
than they were then. Moreover, everything deduced from them is 
controversial and liable to be changed by individual philosophers 
depending on the fashion in the Schools, and hence it is exceedingly new, 
since it is still being revised every day. 

As far as theology is concerned, since one truth can never be in conflict 
with anether, it would be impious to fear that any truths discovered in 
philosophy could be in conflict with the truths of faith. Indeed, | insist 
that there is nothing relating to religion which cannot be equally well or 
even better explained by means of my principles than can be done by 
means of those which are commonly accepted. | think 1 gave a very 
striking example of this at the end of my Replies to the Fourth Set of 
Objections, where | dealt with a topic where it is notoriously difficult to 
reconcile philosophy with theology.’ 1 am ready to do the same for any 
other topic, if need be, and also to show that there are in fact many points 
in the commonly accepted philosophy which are in conflict with theo- 
logical certainties, although this is generally concealed by philosophers or 
else not noticed because people are so used to accepting the points in 
question. 

There is also no need to fear that my opinions may attract large 
numbers of inexperienced people who are avid for novelty, and thus gain 
too large a following. On the contrary, since experience shows that my 
views find favour principally among those who are more experienced, 
and who are attracted not by novelty but simply by the truth, they cannot 
possibly gain too wide a following. 

Again, there is no need to fear that my opinions will disturb the peace 
of the Schools. On the contrary, philosophers already take sides against 
each other on so many controversies that they could hardly be more at 
war than they are now. Indeed, the best way of establishing peace 
between them, and curbing the heresies that spring up every day out of 
these debates, is to secure the acceptance of true opinions, such as | have 
proved mine to be. For the clear perception of these truths will eliminate 
everything that could fuel doubt and controversy. 

t Viz. transubstantiation in the Eucharist, above pp. 1721. 
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It is clear from all this that there is really no reason why certain persons 
should be so anxious to prevent the rest of mankind from coming to 
know these truths. The only explanation is that they think these truths 
are all too evident and certain, and they are afraid thar the truth will 
undermine the reputation for learning which they have tried to acquire 
by mastering other less probable doctrines. Thus the very envy which they 
feel towards me is considerable evidence of the truth of my philosophy. 
But I do not wish to appear to be boasting about the alleged envy which I 
excite, with only Father Bourdin’s essay to cite as evidence, and so I shall 
now tell you something of the events which occurred lately in one of the 
most recently founded universities here in Holland .. 

He [Voetius] has three reasons for condemning the new philosophy. 
The first is that ‘it is opposed to the traditional philosophy’. Here I will 
not repeat what I said about my philosophy being the oldest of all, and 
about there being nothing in the ordinary philosophy, in so far as it 
differs from mine, that is not quite new. I shall merely ask if someone can 
have a correct understanding of the philosophy which he wants to 
condemn if he is so stupid (or, if he prefers, malicious) as to try to get that 
philosophy suspected of being magical merely because it concentrates on 
figures and shapes. Or again, why, may I ask, is it the custom in the 
Schools to hold debates? Undoubtedly the object is to search for the truth 
and make it manifest. For if the truth were already in our possession, the 
debates would cease, as we can see in the case of geometry, where it is not 
the custom to hold debates. But if the manifest truth, which has been 
sought out and for so long desired, should now be laid before us — even 
by an angel — would it not have to be rejected on the argument under 
discussion, because it would be seen as ‘new’ by those accustomed to the 


1 There follows an account of the bitter dispute at the University of Utrecht berween 
Henricus Regius (1598-1679), who championed the Cartesian philosophy, and Des- 
cartes’ implacable enemy Gisbertus Voetius (1589~1676} who was Rector of the 
University. Descartes describes how Voetius managed to get the academic senate to issue 
a formal condemnation of the ‘new’ (i.e. Cartesian) philosophy, in March 1642. He then 
quotes the senate’s decree, which ends as follows: 


The professors reject this new philosophy for three reasons. First, it is opposed to the 
traditiona! philosophy which universities throughout the world have hitherto taught on 
the best advice, and it undermines its foundations. Second, it turns away the young from 
this sound and traditional -philosophy and prevents them reaching the heights of 
erudition; for once they have begun to rely on the new philosophy and its supposed 
solutions, they are unable to understand the technical termis which are commonly used in 
the beoks of traditional authors and in the lectures and debates of their professors. And, 
lastly, various false and absurd opinions either follow from the new philosophy or can be 
rashly deduced by the young - opinions which are in conflict with other disciplines and 
faculties and above all with orthodox theology. (AT vu, 5928) 
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debates in the Schools? To this Voetius! may reply that the debates in the 
Schools are not concerned with the first principles, yet it is these which 
are overturned by the claims of my philosophy. But why, in that case, 
does he permit them to be overturned so easily? Why does he not defend 
them by rational argument? And is not their uncertainty sufficiently 
proved by the fact that no one has so far been able to use them as a basis 
for constructing any reliable results? 

The second reason for condemnation is that ‘once the young have 
begun to rely on the new philosophy and its supposed solutions they are 
unable to understand the technical terms which are commonly used 
in the books of traditional authors’. As if philosophy, which was 
instituted to provide knowledge of the truth, should have to teach a 
terminology which it does not need! One might just as well condemn 
grammar and rhetoric, since it is more their function to deal with words, 
and yet they are so far from teaching traditional terminology that they 
condemn it as barbarous! So if Voetius were to say that these subjects 
‘turn away the young from sound philosophy and prevent them reaching 
the heights of erudition’ this claim would be no more ridiculous than the 
corresponding charge he makes against my philosophy. It is not my 
philosophy that should be required to produce-an explanation of these 
technical terms; one must demand such an explanation from the books of 
those who use such terminology. 

The third reason for condemnation has two parts, of which the first is 
clearly ridiculous, and the second vicious and false. In the first place, any 
doctrine, however true and obvious, is highly liable to have ‘various false 
and absurd opinions rashly deduced from it by the young’; but the 
further claim that opinions can in fact be deduced from my philosophy 
which ‘are in conflict with orthodox theology’ is vicious and false. | will 
not use the counter-argument that I do not regard my accuser’s theology 
as orthodox, for I have never despised anyone for having different views 
from my own, especially in matters of faith. I know that faith is the gift of 
God, and in fact I have respect and affection for many theologians and 
preachers who profess the same religion as my accuser. But I have often 
declared that I have no desire to meddle in any theological disputes; and 


since, even in philosophy, I deal only with matters that are known very 


clearly by natural reason, these cannot be in conflict with anyone’s 
theology (unless that theology manifestly clashes with the light of reason, 
which, I am sure, will not be said by anyone to be true of the theology 
that he himself professes)... 


1 The name is supplied for the reader’s convenience. In the original Descartes avoids 
referring to Voetius by name, by using circumlocutions such as ‘the Reverend Rector’. 
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For my own part, I neither seck popularity nor have any other desire (599) 
than to defend the truth to the best of my ability for the benefit of all 
people of learning and integrity and for the satisfaction of my own 
conscience. And I hope to bring those futile quibbles, and other ploys 
which my opponents habitually employ, so clearly out into the open that 
no one will use them in future unless he is not ashamed to be known 
publicly as a slanderer and a hater of the truth. Up till now, those who 
are not wholly shameless have to a considerable extent been kept in 
check by a request | made when I first began to publish: Lasked anvone 600 
who had any criticisms to offer of any of the claims I made in my writings 
to be kind enough to write and tell me, and | promised that I would send 
him a reply.' This made people realize that they could not go round 
voicing their criticisms to others unless they had indicated them to me; 
for if they did so, that very action would justly open them to a charge of 
malicious slander. But many ignored my request, and although they 
could not in fact find anything in my writings which they could show to 
be false, and despite the fact that in some cases they had not read my 
work at all, they nevertheless maliciously attacked it in private. Indeed, 
some were so enthusiastic that they wrote entire volumes of criticism, not 
for publication but — and I think this is much worse — for private 
circulation among the gullible. These books were stuffed partly with 
invalid arguments (though the flaws were disguised with many verbal 
ambiguities), and partly with arguments which were valid but which 
were directed against opinions that had been inaccurately foisted onto 
me. But | now beg and urge all these critics to publish what they have 
written. Experience has taught me that this will be better than if they 
send their criticisms to me personally, as I originally requested. For were | 
to decide that their comments did not deserve an answer, they might 
either falsely boast that I had been unable to find a reply, or else complain 
that I had arrogantly ignored them. Another risk is that if | were to 
publish any of the comments sent to me, some might complain that [had 
done them a wrong by adding my own replies. For they might feel (as 
someone recently told me in connection with his own criticisms) that this 
would deprive them of a benefit they would have enjoyed had they 
arranged to publish their criticisms themselves — the benefit of having the 
full attention of a wide readership for some months, until I managed to 
produce a reply. i shail certainly not grudge them this benefit; indeed] Gor 
do not promise to produce any replies at all unless | find their arguments 
to be of such a quality that it does not seem to me that the general reader 
could answer them for himself. But as for quibbles and abuse and other 


1 Discourse, part 6; see vol. 1, p. 149. 
2 Descartes has Gassendi in mind here; see Author's note, above pp. 2686. 
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such attacks which are irrelevant to the subject-matter of my books, | 
shall regard them as supporting my case rather than attacking it. For 1 do 
not think anyone will employ such tactics in a debate of this kind unless 
he is keen to win more points by rhetorical tricks than he can prove by 
rational argument; and this shows that he is not after the truth but is 
prepared to attack it, and hence that he is not a person of honesty and 
integrity. 

ido not doubt, however, that there are many decent and god-fearing 
men who may regard my views as suspect, first, because they see others 
criticizing them, and, secondly, simply because my views are described as 
‘new’, and not many people have so far understood them. And if people 
were asked to deliberate on my views, it would perhaps not be easy to 
find a jury in which those who considered that my views should be 
rejected did not greatly outnumber those who ventured to approve of 
them. For reason and prudence suggest that if we have to make a 
judgement in a case where our perception is not wholly clear, our verdict 
should accord with the results which have been found to obtain in similar 
cases. In the past, so many people have produced new opinions in 
philosophy which have later been recognized to be no better, and in 
many cases more dangerous, than the ordinary accepted views, that i 
anyone who does not yet have a clear perception of my views is asked to 
give his opinion of them, it would be perfectly fair for him to say that 
they should be rejected. So no matter how true my views may be, | could 
still have reason to fear that they might be condemned by your whole 
Society, and by all groups of teachers everywhere, just as they were in the 
case of the university senate which I have described above; or at least 
might well be concerned about this if | were not confident that, in your 
singular kindness and wisdom, you will take my views under your 
protection. But since you are in charge of that section of the Society 
which can read my work with particular ease since a substantia 
proportion of it is written in French, 1 am convinced that you are 
particularly weil placed to help in this matter.' Indeed, 1 ask no other 
favour of you here than that you should examine my work yourself, or, if 
weightier business prevents you, that you should delegate the job not to 
Father Bourdin alone but to other more intellectually gifted members. In 
the law courts, when two or three reliable witnesses affirm they have seen 
something, more reliance is placed on their word alone than on that of a 
vast crowd of dissenting witnesses who may have been led to think the 
reverse by pure guesswork. And similarly, Lask you to give credence only 
to those who declare that they have a perfect understanding of the subject 


1 Dinet was head of the Jesuits in France. 
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on which they are to pass judgement. Finally, if you have any reasons 
which might oblige me to revise my future plans, | beg you not to shrink 
from informing me of them. 

in the brief set of Meditations which | published are to be found all the 
principles of the philosophy on which I am working. And in the Optics 
and the Meteorology 1 deduced many specific results from these princi- 
ples which illustrate the method of reasoning which I employ. Hence, 
although I have not yet revealed the whole of my philosophy, I think that 
the samples ! have already produced make it easy to understand what it 
wil be like. | think | was quite justified in preferring to publish certain 
specimen essays to begin with, rather than setting out the entire system 
before there was a demand for it. For although, to be frank, [ have no 
doubts about its truth, | know how easy it is for it to be condemned by 
many sensible people, once a few envious critics have attacked it by 
making allegations about its ‘novelty’. And so | am not sure that there 
teally is a general demand for my philosophy, and | do not want to force 
it on an unwilling public. This is why | have given everyone so much 
advance warning that I am working on it, why many private individuals 
are eagerly waiting for it, and why one group of teachers has already 
judged that it should be rejected ~ though since | know they were incited 
to do this by their quarrelsome and foolish Rector,’ | am not very 
impressed, But if other groups were to be against publication, and had a 
more justifiable case to put forward, then I would put their wishes before 
those of any private individuals. Indeed, I emphatically declare that I will 
never knowingly do anything against the advice of the prudent or against 
the wishes of the powerful. And since I have no doubt that, whichever 
side your Society comes down on, the weight of that decision must tip the 
scales, you will be doing me a great kindness if you will inform me of the 
verdict that you and your members reach. For just as throughout my past 
life I have always had a particular respect and esteent'for your Society, so 
in the present undertaking, which | consider to be of some considerable 
importance, I wiil not embark on any course which does not meet with 
your approval. And so | take my leave. 


t See above p. 393. 
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Translators’ preface 


The Search for Truth by means of the Natural Light (La Recherche de la 
Vérité par la lumiére naturelle) is an incomplete work which was not 
published during Descartes’ lifetime. In the inventory of Descartes’ 
papers, made after his death in Stockholm, the work is listed as ‘thirteen 
pages of a Dialogue with the title “The Search for Truth by means of the 
Natural Light’”’.! The work first appeared, in a Latin translation, in the 
collection of Descartes’ posthumous works (Opuscula posthuma) edited 
by P. and J. Blaeu and published at Amsterdam in 17or. 

The original French manuscript has been lost. Leibniz obtained a copy 
made by Tschirnhaus in 1676, and a part of this copy — roughly the first 
half of the published Latin translation — was discovered among Leibniz’s 
papers in the Royal Public Library at Hanover. Adam and Tannery’s 
edition comprises this French text, completed by the Latin translation of 
the Amsterdam edition. : 

The date of composition of the dialogue is a matter of conjecture.? In 
his biography of Descartes, Baillet takes it to date from the last years of 
Descartes’ life. Some scholars have suggested that it dates from Des- 
cartes’ earlier years. And others have put forward the hypothesis that 
Descartes wrote it during the summer of 1641, while he was living in the 
castle of Endegeest and his thoughts were occupied with the central 
arguments of the Meditations and the objections of his scholastic critics, 
both of which find expression, though in a somewhat crude form, in the 
dialogue. Of the three characters appearing in the dialogue, Epistemon 
(‘Knowledgeable’) represents someone well versed in classical and schol- 
astic philosophy, and Polyander (‘Everyman’) the person of untutored 
common sense; Eudoxus (literally ‘Famous’, but the Greek root also 
suggests one of sound judgement) is the mouthpiece for Descartes’ own 
views. 

D.M. 
RS. 
u The inventory is reproduced in AT x, 5-12. 


2 For a full discussion of the issue see AT x, s29ff and F. Alquié {ed.), Oeuvres 
philosophiques de Descartes, vol. 1, pp. 11024. 
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THE SEARCH FOR TRUTH 
BY MEANS OF THE NATURAL LIGHT 


This light alone, without any help from religion or philosophy, 
determines what opinions a good man should hold on any matter that 
may occupy bis thoughts, and penetrates into the secrets of the most 
recondite sciences. 


A good man is not required to have read every book or diligently 
mastered everything taught in the Schools. It would, indeed, be a kind of 
defect in his education if he had spent too much time on book-learning. 
Having many other things to do in the course of his life, he must 
judiciously measure out his time so as to reserve the better part of it for 
performing good actions — the actions which his own reason would have 
to teach him if he learned everything from it alone. But he came into the 
world in ignorance, and since the knowledge which he had as a child was 
based solely on the weak foundation of the senses and the authority of his 
teachers, it was virtually inevitable that his imagination should be filled 
with innumerable false thoughts before reason could guide his conduct. 
So later on he needs to have very great natural talent, or else the 
instruction of a wise teacher, in order to rid himself of the bad doctrines 
that have filled his mind, to lay the foundations for a solid science, and to 
discover all the ways in which he can raise his knowledge to the highest 
level chat it can possibly attain. 

i intend in this work to explain these matters. | shall bring to light the 
true riches of our souls, opening up to each of us the means whereby we 
can find within ourselves, without any help from anyone else, all the 
knowledge we may need for the conduct of life, and the means of using it 
in order to acquire all the most abstruse items of knowledge that human 


. reason is capable of possessing. 
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But in case the grandeur of my plan should immediately fill your minds 
with so mach wonder as to leave no room for belief, I must tell you thar 
what I am undertaking is not so difficult as one might imagine. For the 
items of knowledge that lie within reach of the human mind are all linked 
together by a bond so marvellous, and can be derived from each other by 
means of inferences so necessary, that their discovery does not require 
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much skill or intelligence — provided we begin with the simplest and 
know how to move stage by stage to the most sublime. In what follows I 
shall try to explain this by means of a chain of reasoning which is so clear 
and accessible to all thar anybody who has not reached the same 
conclusions earlier will blame his failure to do so simply on the fact that 
he did not cast his eyes in the right direction and fix his thoughts on the 
matters that 1 considered. And I shall not deserve any more glory for 
having made these discoveries than a passer-by would deserve for having 
accidentally stumbled upon some rich treasure for which many persons 
had previously conducted a diligent but unsuccessful search. 

am surprised, indeed, that amongst so many exceptional minds, much 
better equipped than I to carry out this task, none have had the patience 
to pick their way through the difficulties. Instead they have nearly all 
acted like travellers who leave the main path to take a shortcut, only to 
find themselves lost amongst briars and precipices. 

But I do not wish to consider what others have known or not known. I 
am content to observe that even if all the knowledge that can be desired 
were contained in books, the good things in them would be mingled with 
so many useless things, and scattered haphazardly through such a pile of 
massive tomes, that we should need more time for reading them than our 
present life allows, and more intelligence for picking out the useful 
material than would be required for discovering it on our own. 

This makes me hope that you will be happy to find here an easier path. 
IT hope too that the truths | set forth will not be any less well received for 
their not being derived from Aristotle or Plato, and that they will have 
currency in the world in the same way as money, whose value is no less 
when it comes from the purse of a peasant than when it comes from a 
bank. Moreover | have done my best to make these truths equally useful 
to everybody. [ could find no style better suited to this end than that of a 
conversation in which several friends, frankly and without ceremony, 
disclose the best of their thoughts to each other. Thus let us imagine that 
Eudoxus, a man of moderate intellect but possessing a judgement which 
is not corrupted by any false beliefs and a reason which retains all the 
purity of its nature, is visited in his country home by two friends whose 
minds are among the most outstanding and inquiring of our time. One of 
them, Polyander, has never studied at all, while the other, Epistemon, has 
a detailed knowledge of everything that can be learned in the Schools. 
Leaving to your imagination their other conversations as well as their 
surroundings (from which, however, I shall frequently have them take 
examples in order to make their thoughts clearer), | shall now present 
them introducing the topic which will occupy them throughout these two 
books. 
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Polyander | consider you very fortunate to have found all those fine 
things in the Greek and Latin literature. Indeed, it seems to me that if | 
had studied as much as you, I should have been as different from my 
present self as the angels are from you. I cannot forgive the folly of my 
parents for believing that the pursuit of learning enfeebles the spirit, and 
for sending me to court and into the army at such an early age, and | shall 
regret my ignorance for the rest of my life if 1 do not learn anything 
through my association with you. 

Epistemon The best thing I can tell you on this topic is that the desire 
for knowledge, which is common to all men, is an illness which cannot be 
cured, for curiosity grows with learning. But because the defects in the 
soul trouble a person only in so far as he becomes aware of them, you 
have an advantage over us in that, unlike us, you do not notice all the 
many things which you lack. 

Eudoxus Is it possible, Epistemon, that you, with all your learning, are 
persuaded that nature can contain a malady so universal without also 
providing a remedy for it? For my part, just as | think that each land has 
enough fruits and rivers to satisfy the hunger and thirst of all its 
inhabitants, so too I think that enough truth can be known in each 
subject to satisfy amply the curiosity of orderly souls. The body of a 
person suffering from dropsy is no further removed from its proper 
condition than is the mind of someone who is perpetually tormented by 
an insatiable curiosity. 

Epistemon 1 have, indeed, heard that our desire cannot naturally 
extend to matters which appear to us to be impossible, and that it ought 
not to extend to those which are evil or useless. But there are so many 
things to be known which seem to us possible and which are not only 
good and pleasant but also very necessary for the conduct of our actions; 
and I cannot believe that anyone ever knows so much that he cannot have 
good reasons to desire to know more. 

Eudoxus What will vou sav of me, then, if | assure you that I no longer 
feel any passion to learn anything at all. | am as happy with what little 
knowledge I have as ever Diogenes was in his barrel, and this without 
having any need for his philosophy.' For my neighbours’ knowledge does 
not limit mine in the way that their fields form the boundaries of my 
small property. And my mind, having at its disposal all the truths it 
comes across, does not dream there are others to discover. Instead it 
enjoys the same tranquillity as would a king if his country were so isolated 
and cut off from others that he imagined there was nothing beyond his 
frontiers but infertile deserts and uninhabitable mountains. 


x Diogenes of Sinope (fourth cent. B.c.), one of the founders of the Cynic school of 
philosophy, was celebrated in antiquity for residing in a large earthenware tub. 
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Epistemon If anyone else were to speak to me in this manner, | should 
consider him to be very vain or else to be lacking in curiosity, But you 
escape the charge of vanity because you have chosen to retire to this 
remote place and because you are so unconcerned about being well 
known; and in view of the time you formerly spent in travelling, in 
associating with learned men, and in investigating all the most complex 
discoveries in every science, we can be sure that you do not lack curiosity. 
So ail I can say is that I consider you extremely happy, and I am 


convinced that you must therefore be in possession of knowledge which’ 


is far more perfect than that enjoyed by others. 

Eudoxus | thank you for the good opinion you hold of me. But i would 
not presume so much upon your courtesy as to expect you simply to take 
my word for what | have said. One must never advance propositions so 
remote from common opinion without at the same time being able to 
point out some of their consequences. That is why I invite you both to 
stay here this summer, so that | may have time to show you a part of 
what ! know. For I venture to hope not only that you will admit that ! 
have some reason for being content with my knowledge, but, in addition, 
that you for your part will be fully satisfied with the things you have 
learned, 

Epistemon | have no hesitation in accepting a kindness which | was 
myself going to beg of you. 

Polyander For my part, I shail be pleased to be present at this 
discussion, though 1 do not think myself capable of deriving any profit 
from it. 

Eudoxus On the contrary, Polyander, I think it is you who will gain the 
greater benefit from it, since you are unprejudiced; and it will be far 
easier for me to set on the right track someone who is neutral than to 
guide Epistemon, who will often take up the opposite position. Bur to 
give you a more distinct conception of the sort of doctrine 1 propose to 
teach, | should like you to notice how the sciences differ from those 
simple forms of knowledge which can be acquired without any process of 
reasoning, such as languages, history, geography and in general any 
subject which rests on experience alone. | readily grant that one man 
could not live long enough to acquire first-hand experience of everything 
in the world; but | am no less convinced that it would be folly to desire 
this. A good man is not required to know Greek or Latin any more than 
the languages of Switzerland or Brittany, or the history of the Empire any 
more than that of the smallest state in Europe. He ought simply to take 
care to employ his leisure in good and useful occupations, and equip his 
memory only with the most necessary knowledge. As to the sciences — 
which are simply a matter of our making reliable judgements on the basis 
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of knowledge we already possess — some are drawn from ordinary facts 
about which everyone has heard, and others from observations which are 
unusual and highly contrived. | admit, too, that we could not possibly 
discuss each of the latter in detail. For we should need first of all to have 
examined all the herbs and stones that come from the Indies, to have 
beheld the Phoenix, and in short to have knowledge of all the marvels of 
nature. But I believe I shall adequately fulfil my promise if | explain to 
you the truths which can be deduced from the ordinary facts known to 
each of us, and so make you capable of discovering for yourselves all the 
others, when you care to take the trouble to look for them, 

Polyander 1 think that this is all we can possibly desire. I should be 
happy if you would merely prove a certain number of propositions which 
are so weil known that no one is ignorant of them, such as those 
concerning the Deity, the rational soul, the virtues and their rewards, etc. 
I compare these propositions to those ancient families which everyone 
recognizes as being very illustrious even though their titles to nobility lie 
buried in the ruins of antiquity. For | have no doubt at all that those who 
first brought mankind to believe these truths were able to prove them 
with very strong arguments. But ever since that time, these proofs have 
been repeated so rarely that no one knows them any longer. These truths 
are so important, however, that prudence obliges us to believe them 
blindly at the risk of being mistaken, rather than to wait until the next 
world in order to get clear about them. 

Epistemon For my part, | am a little more curious, and | should like 
you to go on to clarify for me some special difficulties which | find in 
every science, and chiefly those concerning human contrivances, appari- 
tions, illusions, and in short all the marvellous effects attributed to magic. 
For I think it is useful to know about them, not in order to make use of 
them, but in order to prevent our judgement from being beguiled by 
wonder at something of which it is ignorant. 

Eudoxus | shall try to satisfy both of you. In order to establish an order 
that we can follow to the end, first of all, Polyander, | should like us to 
have a discussion, just the two of us, about all the things in the world, 
considering them as they are in themselves. 1 want Epistemon to interrupt 
as little as possible, because his objections would often force us to depart 
from our subject. Afterwards we shall all consider these things afresh, but 
under a different aspect, namely in so far as they are related to us and can 
be described as true or false, and good or bad. It is here that Epistemon 
will have a chance to set forth all the difficulties which will have occurred 
to him during the preceding conversations. 

Polyander Tell us the order, then, that you will follow in your 
explanations. 
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Eudoxus We must begin with the rational soul, for all our knowledge 
resides in it; and after considering its nature and effects, we shall proceed 
to its author. When we have come to know who he is, and how he has 
created all things that exist in the world, we shall be able to see what is 
most certain regarding the other creatures, and we shall examine in what 
way our senses receive their objects and how our thoughts are made true 
or false. Then I shall lay before your eyes the works of men involving 
corporeal things. After causing you to wonder at the most powerful 
machines, the most unusual automatons, the most impressive illusions and 
the most subtle tricks that human ingenuity can devise, 1 shall reveal to 
you the secrets behind them, which are so simple and straightforward 
that you will no longer have reason to wonder at anything made by the 
hands of men. | shall then pass to the works of nature, and after showing 
you the cause of all her changes, the variety of her qualities, and how the 
souls of plants and of animals differ from ours, ! shall present for your 
consideration the entire edifice of the things that are perceivable by the 
senses. After giving an account of celestial phenomena and what we can 
judge with certainty about them, | shall pass on to the soundest 
conjectures concerning matters which cannot be definitely settled by 
men, in order to explain the relation of things perceivable by the senses to 
things perceivable by the intellect, the relation of both sorts of things to 
the Creator, the immortality of his creatures, and their state of being after 
the end of time. Then we shall come to the second part of this discussion, 
where we deal with each science in particular, picking out the most solid 
elements in each of them and proposing the method for carrying them 
much further forward than has hitherto been achieved — a method which 
enables someone of average intelligence to discover for himself every- 
thing that the most subtle minds can devise. Having thus prepared our 
understanding to make perfect judgements about the truth, we must also 
learn to control our will by distinguishing good things from bad, and by 
observing the true difference between virtues and vices, That done, | trust 
that your passion for knowledge will not be so intense, and that it will 
seem to you that everything ! have said has been satisfactorily proved — 
so much so that you will believe that a man with a good mind, even one 
brought up in a desert and never illuminated by any light but the light of 
nature, could not have opinions different from ours if he carefully 
weighed all the same reasons. Now, to enter upon this discussion, we 
must ask the following questions: What are the first things that people 
know? What part of the soul does this knowledge reside in? And why is it 
so imperfect to begin with? 

Epistemon It seems to me that all this can be explained very clearly if 
we compare the imagination of a child to a tabula rasa on which our 
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ideas are to be traced, these ideas being like portraits drawn from nature. 
Our senses, inclinations, teachers and intellect are the different artists 
who may work at this task, and among them the least competent 
are the first to take part, namely our imperfect senses, blind instincts and 
foolish nurses. The most competent is the intellect, which comes last; and 
it must serve an apprenticeship of many years, following the example of 
its masters for a long time before daring to correct any of their errors. In 
my opinion, this is one of the chief causes of the difficulties we have in 
acquiring knowledge. For our senses see nothing beyond the more coarse 
and ordinary things and our natural inclinations are entirely corrupt; and 
as to our teachers, although undoubtedly you might find very perfect 
ones among them, they cannot force our judgement to acccept their 
reasonings until our intellect has done the work (which only it can do) of 
examining them. But the intellect is like an excellent painter who is called 
upon to put the finishing touches to a bad picture sketched out by a 
young apprentice. It would be futile for him to employ the rules of his art 
in correcting the picture little by little, a bit here and a bit there, and in 
adding with his own hand all that is lacking in it, if, despite his best 
efforts, he could never remove every major fault, since the drawing was 
badly sketched from the beginning, the figures badly placed, and the 
proportions badly observed. 

Eudoxus Your comparison nicely illustrates the first obstacle facing us; 
but you do not describe the means we must use if we wish to avoid it. 
Now it seems to me that your painter would do far better to make a fresh 
start on the picture; rather than wasting time in correcting ail the lines he 
finds on the canvas, he should wipe them off it with a sponge. Similarly, 
as soon as a man reaches what we call the age of discretion he should 
resolve once and for all to remove from his imagination all traces of the 
imperfect ideas which have been engraved there up till that time. Then he 
should begin in earnest to form new ideas, applying all the strength of his 
intellect so effectively that if he does not bring these ideas to perfection, 
at least he will not be able to blame the weakness of the senses or the 
irregularities of nature. 

Epistemon That would be an excellent remedy if it were easy to apply. 
But you are not ignorant of the fact that the opinions first received in our 
imagination remain so deeply imprinted there that our will cannot erase 
them on its own, but can do so only by calling on the assistance of 
powerful reasons. 

Eudoxus | should like to try and impart some of these reasons to you. 
But if you wish to derive any profit from this conversation, you must now 
give me your attention, and let me converse a bit with Polyander; this will 
enable me to begin by overturning all the knowledge acquired up to the 
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present. For, since this knowledge is not enough to satisfy him, it must be 
faulty: | would compare it to a badly constructed house, whose founda- 
tions are not firm. 1 know of no better way to repair it than to knock it all 
down, and build a new one in its place. For | do not wish to be one of 
those jobbing builders who devote themselves solely to refurbishing old 
buildings because they consider themselves incapable of undertaking the 
construction of new ones. But, Polyander, while engaged upon this work 
of demolition we can use the same method to dig the foundations which 
ought to serve our purpose, and to prepare the best and most solid 
materials which will be needed for building up these foundations. So 
please join me in considering which, of all the truths men can know, are 
the most certain and the easiest to become acquainted with. 

Polyander \s there anyone who can doubt that things that are 
perceivable by the senses — by which I mean those which can be seen and 
touched — are much more certain than all the others? I for one would be 
quite astonished if you were to make me see just as clearly any of the 
things which are said about God or the soul. 

Eudoxus That is just what I hope to do. | find it strange that men are so 
credulous as to base their knowledge on the certitude of the senses, when 
everyone knows that they are sometimes deceptive, and that we have 
good reason always to distrust those who have deceived us even once. 


Polyander | am well aware that the senses are sometimes deceptive if . 


they are in poor condition, as when all food seems bitter to a sick person; 
or if their objects are too far away, as when we look at the stars, which 
never appear so large to us as they really are; or, in general, whenever 
they do not act freely in accordance with their natural constitution. But 
such defects of the senses are all quite easy to recognize, and do not 
prevent me from being quite sure at present that I am seeing you, that we 
are walking in this garden, that the sun is shining on us, and in a word, 
that everything which ordinarily appears to my senses-is genuine. 
Eudoxus So if | wish to make you fear that the senses are deceptive on 
occasions when you are unaware of the deception, it is not enough for me 
to tell you that the senses deceive you on certain occasions when you 
perceive the deception. I shall have to go further, and ask if you have 
never seen one of those melancholic individuals who think themselves to 
be vases, or take some part of their body to be enormous; they will swear 
that what they see and touch is just as they imagine it to be. To be sure, a 
good man would be indignant if you told him that his beliefs cannot have 
any more rational basis than theirs, since he relies, like them, on what the 
senses and imagination represent to him. But you cannot take it amiss if | 
ask whether you are not, like all men, liable to fall asleep, and whether 
you cannot think, while asleep, that you are seeing me, that you are 
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walking in this garden, that the sun is shining — in brief, all the things of 
which you now believe you are utterly certain. Have you never heard this 
expression of astonishment in comedies: ‘Am 1 awake or asleep?’ How 
can you be certain that your life is nor a continuous dream, and that 
everything you think you learn through your senses is not false now, just 
as much as when you are asleep? In particular, how can you be certain of 
this when you have learned that you were created by a superior being 
who, being all-powerful, would have found it no more difficult to create 
us just as | am describing, than to create us as you think you are? 

Polyander There, surely, we have arguments sufficient to overturn all 
the teachings of Epistemon, if he is reflective enough to give his attention 
to them. For myself, however, I fear that 1 should simply go wool- 
gathering if | tried to consider such abstract matters, for | am a man who 
has never engaged in study or accustomed himself to turning his mind so 
far away from things that are perceivable by the senses. 

Epistemon | agree that it is very dangerous to proceed too far in this 
line of thinking. Such general doubts would lead us straight into the 
ignorance of Socrates or the uncertainty of the Pyrrhonists.' These are 
deep waters, where I think we may lose our footing. 

Eudozxus | confess that it would be dangerous for someone who does 
not know a ford to venture across it without a guide, and many have lost 
their lives in doing so. But you have nothing to fear if you follow me. 
Indeed, just such fears have prevented most men of letters from acquiring 
a body of knowledge which was firm and certain enough to deserve the 
name ‘science’.2 Supposing that there was no firmer basis for their 
opinions other than things perceivable by the senses, they have built upon 
sand instead of digging further down to find rock or clay. So we must not 
let the matter rest here, especially since even if you did not wish to give 
further consideration to the arguments I have stated, the arguments have 
already done what | desired: their chief effect has been to touch your 
imagination so as to make you fear them. For this indicates that your 
knowledge is not so infallible as to prevent your fearing that these 
arguments will undermine its foundations by making you doubt every- 
thing. Consequently it indicates that you already have these doubts, and 
so | have achieved my aim, which was to overturn all your learning by 
showing you its uncertainty. But in case you should now lack the courage 
to proceed any further, | would advise you that these doubts, which 
alarmed you at the start, are like phantoms and empty images which 


x Socrates attributed his reputation as the wisest man in Athens to the fact that he alone 
recognized that he knew nothing. Pyrrhonism was a strong version of scepticism which 
advocated complete suspension of judgement (named after Pyrrhon of Elis, born ¢. 365 
B.C.). 

2 Cf above p. ror. 
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appear at night in the uncertain glimmer of a weak light: if you flee from 
them, your fear will follow you, but if you approach as if to touch them, 
you will find nothing but air and shadow and you will be more confident 
the next time such an encounter may occur. 

Polyander | should like, then, to follow your suggestion and set forth 
these difficulties in the strongest form possible. | shall apply my mind to 
the task of doubting whether I have not been dreaming all my life, and 
whether all the ideas I thought capable of entering my mind only by 
way of the senses were not in fact formed by themiselves, just as similar 
ideas are formed whenever | am asleep, and 1 know that my eyes are shut, 
my ears closed, and in short, that none of my senses help to form them. 
Thus i shall be uncertain not only about whether you are in the world 
and whether there is an earth or a sun; but also about whether I have 
eyes, cars, a body, and even whether | am speaking to you and you are 
speaking to me. In short, I shall doubt everything.! 

Eudoxus There you ate, all prepared, and at the very stage to which | 
had intended to bring you. The time has now come for you to consider 
closely the conclusions which I wish to draw at this point. Now, you see 
that you can reasonably have doubts about everything that you know 
only by means of the senses. But can you ever have doubts about your 
doubt, and remain doubtful whether you are doubting or not? 

Polyander { must confess that your question strikes me with amaze- 
ment. The modicum of insight | possess (which gives me a moderate 
amount of good sense) makes me see with some astonishment that } am 
forced to confess that | know nothing with any certainty, that I am 
doubtful about everything and certain of nothing, But what do you want 
to infer from this? 1 do not see that this universal amazement can be of 
any use, nor do | see how this sort of doubt can be a principle which gets 
us very far. For you arranged this conversation with quite the opposite 
end in view ~ to free us from our doubts and make clear to us traths 
which we should know and which even Epistemon, for all his learning, 
might not know. 

Eudoxus Just give me your attention and I shall conduct you further 
than you think. For from this universal doubt, as from a fixed and 
immovable point, I propose to derive the knowledge of God, of vourself, 
and of everything in the universe. 

Polyander You are promising a great deal indeed: and if things tura 
out as you promise, it will be worth our while to grant your initial 
demands. Keep your word and we shail be quite content to do so. 

Eudoxus You cannot deny that you have such doubts; rather it is 


1 Here the French manuscript ends; what follows is translated from the Latin of the 
Amsterdam edition (1701). 
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certain that you have them, so certain in fact that you cannot doubt your 
doubting. Therefore it is also true that you who are doubting exist; 
this is so true that you can no longer have any doubts about it. 

Polyander | quite agree with you on that point, because if | did not 
exist, | would not be able to doubt. 

Eudoxus You exist, therefore, and you know that you exist, and you 
know this just because you are doubting. 

Polyander All of this is quite true. 

Eudoxus But, so that you are not deflected from the course | suggested, 
let us proceed gradually, and as I said, you will find that you are making 
greater progress than you think. Let us go through the argument again. 
You exist, and you know that you exist, and you know this because you 
know that you are doubting. But what are you — you who have doubts 
about everything but cannot doubt that you yourself exist? 

Polyander The answer to that is not at all difficult, and I can see 
perfectly well why you chose me rather than Epistemon to answer your 
questions: you did not want to ask anything which could not be 
answered very easily. So [ shall say lam a man. 

Eudoxus You are not paying attention to my question, and the reply 
you give me, however simple it may seem to you, would plunge you into 
very difficult and complicated problems, were | to press you even a little. 
If, for example, I were to ask even Epistemon himself what a man is, and 
he gave the stock reply of the scholastics, that a man is a ‘rational 
animal’, and if, in order to explain these two terms (which are just as 
obscure as the former), he were to take us further, through all the levels 
which are called ‘metaphysical’, we should be dragged into a maze from 
which it would be impossible to escape. For two other questions arise 
from this one. First, what is an animal? Second, what is rational? if, in 
order to explain what an animal is, he were to reply that itis a ‘living and 
sentient being’, that a living being is an ‘animate body’, and that a body is 
a ‘corporeal substance’, you see immediately that the questions, like the 
branches of a family tree, would rapidly increase and multiply. Quite 
clearly, the result of all these admirable questions would be pure 
verbiage, which would elucidate nothing and leave us in our original 

state of ignorance. 

Epistemon | am sorry you despise the tree of Porphyry,! which the 
learned have always admired, and it annoys me that you would try to 
convey to Polyander what he is in a different way from the one which has 


1 Porphyry, one of the founders of Neoplatonism (born c. 237 A.D.), proposed a ‘family 
tree’ of genera and species under which things may be classified. Thus the genus, 
substance (the ‘trunk’ of the tree), branches into the two species, corporeal and 
incorporeal, each of which divides into a further pair, etc. — for example, corporeal into 
living and non-living, living into sentient and non-sentient, etc. Cf. above p. 344. 
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long been universally accepted in the Schools. To this day no better or 
more appropriate way has been found for explaining what we are than 
displaying all the levels which make up our whole nature, for in this way, 
by passing up and down through all these levels, we can learn what our 
nature has in common with the natures of all other things, and in what 
respects it differs from them. And this is the highest point to which our 
knowledge can reach. 

Eudoxus | have never had any intention of condemning the method of 
explanation ordinarily employed in the Schools, nor shall I ever wish to. 
For it is to that method that I owe the little know, and my use of it has 
helped me to recognize the uncertainty of all the things I have learned 
there. So, even if my teachers taught me nothing that was certain, | owe 
them my thanks none the less, since it was due to their instruction that | 
came to realize this. Indeed, the fact that everything they taught me was 
quite doubtful gives me greater reason now to be thankful than would 
have been the case had their teaching been in closer accord with reason; 
for in the latter case I might have been content with the smattering of 
reason which | found in it, and that might have made me less conscien- 
tious in searching carefully for the truth. What I told Polyander serves 
not so much to point out to him the confusion and uncertainty into 
which his answer plunges you as to make him more attentive in future to 
my questions. Thus I am addressing my remarks to him; and to keep us 
from wandering any further from our path, I ask him once more what he 
is — he who can have doubts about everything but cannot have doubts 
about himself. 

Polyander 1 thought I had satisfied you when I said that I am a man, 
but I quite see that I misread the situation: I can see that my answer does 
not satisfy you, and I must admit that it no longer seems adequate to me, 
especially when | think of the confusion and uncertainty into which, as 
you have shown me, it can plunge us if we want to make the answer 
clearer and understand it better. Indeed, whatever Epistemon may say, it 
strikes me that there is a great deal of obscurity in these metaphysical 
levels. If, for example, we say that a body is a ‘corporeal substance’, 
without making clear what a corporeal substance is, these two words do 
not tell us any more than does the word ‘body’, In the same way, if we 
assert that to be living is to be an ‘animate body’, without first explaining 
what a body is and what it is to be animate — and likewise with all the 
other metaphysical levels — we are uttering words and putting them as it 
were in a certain order, but we are not really saying anything. The words 
do not convey anything that can be conceived, or form any distinct idea 
in our mind, When, in reply to your question, | said that | was a man, | 
was not actually thinking of all the scholastic entities which 1 knew 
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nothing about and had never heard of, and which, so far as | am 
concerned, subsist only in the imagination of those who have invented 
them. I was thinking, rather, about the things we see, touch, perceive 
with our senses, and experience within ourselves — in a word, about 
things which even the most simple-minded of men know just as well as 
the greatest philosopher in the world. Undoubtedly I am a certain whole 
made up of two arms, two legs, one head, and all the other parts which 
make up what we call the human body, and which besides is nourished, 
walks, perceives by the senses, and thinks. 

Eudoxus I saw at once from your answer that you had not properly 
understood my question, and that you answered more questions than | 
had asked. Now, in the list of things which you were doubting earlier on, 
you had already included arms, legs, head, and all the other parts which 
make up the mechanism of the human body. It was not my intention to 
question you about these things, the existence of which you are not 
certain of. Tell me, then, what you are, strictly speaking, in so far as you 
are doubting. This was the sole point on which I had decided to question 
you, because beyond this you can know nothing for certain. 

Polyander | now see that | was mistaken in my answer, and that | went 
much further than was appropriate, since I did not quite grasp your 
intention. This will make me more careful in future, and it makes me 
marvel now at the precision of your method, as you guide us step by step 
along simple and easy paths towards knowledge of the things you want 
to teach us. But we have reason to say that it was a happy mistake I 
made, since, thanks to it, | know very well that what | am, in so far as I 
am doubting, is certainly not what I call my body. Indeed, | do not even 
know whether | have a body; you have shown me that it is possible to 
doubt it. | might add that I cannot deny absolutely that L have a body. Yet 
even if we keep all these suppositions intact, this will not prevent me 
from being certain that 1 exist. On the contrary, these suppositions 
simply strengthen the certainty of my conviction that | exist and am nota 
body. Otherwise, if | had doubts about my body, | would also have 

doubts about myself, and 1 cannot have doubts about that. | am 
absolutely convinced that 1 exist, so convinced that it is totally impossible 
for me to doubt it. 

Eudoxus Splendidly put! So admirably are you acquitting yourself here 
that I could not put the point better myself, All [need do, I see, is to leave 
you to get on with the job om your own, after taking care to set you on 
your course. Provided we have proper direction, all we need for 
discovering the truth on the most difficult issues is, | think, common 
sense, fo give it its ordinary name. Since, as I had hoped, you have a 
decent supply of that, lam simply going to point out to you the way you 
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should take in future. Just keep going and, relying on your own 
resources, draw the conclusions which follow from that first principle. 

Polyander This principle seems so fertile, and suggests to me so many 
things at once that I think 1 would have an enormous job arranging them 
in order. Just now you advised me to ponder on what I am, | who am 
doubting, and not to confuse this with what I once believed myself to be. 
This single piece of advice has flooded my mind with light and all at once 
scattered the darkness; so much so that by the light of this torch I see 
more sharply within myself that which is bidden within me, and | am 
more convinced that I possess something non-tangible than I ever was 
that | possessed a body. 

Eudoxus | am quite delighted with this sudden enthusiasm, though 
Epistemon may not be quite so pleased. You have not freed him from his 
mistake, and you have not placed before his eyes a fraction of the things 
you say are contained in this principle. So he will always be wondering 
why he should not believe or at any rate fear that everything which this 
light presents to you is like a will-o’-the-wisp which dies out and vanishes 
as soon as you try to get near it, and that you will soon slip back into the 
darkness you were in before, that is, into your original state of ignorance. 
it would certainly be an extraordinary occurrence if you, who have never 
spent much time studying or delving into the works of the philosophers, 
should so suddenly and so effortlessly end up a learned man. Therefore 
we should not be surprised that Epistemon thinks the way he does. 

Epistemon 1 admit I took Polyander’s reaction to be a sort of burst of 
enthusiasm. Polyander has never given much thought to the grand truths 
which philosophy conveys, and I thought he was so transported by his 
reflection on the most insignificant of these truths that he could not 
refrain from displaying his intense excitement to you. But those who, like 
you,’ have been plodding this path for a long time, expending much oil 
and effort in reading and re-reading the writings of the ancients, 
unravelling the thorniest knots in philosophy, are no longer surprised by 
such bursts of enthusiasm. They make no more of it than they do of the 
vain hopes of some who have just begun to learn mathematics. No 
sooner have such novices been given the line and the circle, and shown 
what a straight line is and what a curved, than they believe that they are 
going to discover how to square the circle and duplicate the cube.? But we 
have frequently refuted the views of the Pyrrhonists, and the fruits which 
they themselves have derived from their philosophical method have been 


x AT suggest that ‘you’ (ti) is a misprint for ‘me’ (mei). 

2 Two of the problems of Greek mathematics — both unsolvable: the former, to construct a 
circle with the same area as a given square; the latter, to construct a cube which is twice 
the volume of a given cube. 
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so meagre that they have been wandering about aimlessly all their lives. 
Unable to free themselves from the doubts which they themselves 
introduced into philosophy, they have put their efforts exclusively into 
learning to doubt. So, with all due respect to Polyander, i doubt whether 
he himself can derive anything better from it. 

Eudoxus 1 quite see that in directing your words to Polyander you 
want to spare me. Nevertheless it is perfectly obvious that your jests are 
directed at me. But let Polyander speak, and we shall then see which of us 
has the last laugh. 

Polyander | shall do so gladly. But I fear that the dispute between you 
two will become heated, and that while you are pursuing the matter at all 
too exalted a level, I shall not understand any of it, and shall lose all the 
fruits | am going to reap (I promise myself} when | proceed to retrace my 
first steps. So I ask Epistemon to Jet me indulge this hope so long as it 
pleases Eudoxus to lead me by the hand along the path on which he 
set me. ; 

Eudoxus Very well; when you consider yourself simply in so far as you 
are doubting, you realize that you are not a body, and that so considered, 
none of the parts which make up the mechanism of the human body are 
to be found within you, that is, you have no arms, legs, head, eyes, ears or 
any sense organs. But see whether you can reject in the same way all the 
other things which you previously understood to be implied in your 
former notion of a man. As you rightly remarked, it was a fortunate error 
you made when your answer went beyond the bounds of my question. 
For it makes it easy for you to get to know what you are: all you need do 
is to separate from yourself and reject everything which you clearly see 
does not belong to you, and admit only what necessarily belongs to you — 
so necessarily that you are as certain and convinced of it as you are of 
your existing and doubting. 

Polyander | am grateful to you for setting me on my way in the manner 
you did; for I no longer knew where | was. | said previously that J was a 
whole put together with arms, legs, a head and all the parts which make 
up what is called ‘the human body’, and in addition that I walk, am 
nourished, perceive by the senses, and think. In order to think of myself 
simply as I know myself to be, it was also necessary for me to set aside all 
the parts or components which make up the mechanism of the human 
body, that is, to think of myself as lacking arms, legs, head — in a word, 
as lacking a body. And yet it is true that whatever it is within me that is 
doubting, it is not what | call my body. Therefore it is also true that |, in 
so far as ] am doubting, am not that which is nourished or walks; for 
neither of these actions can be performed without a body. J cannot even 
say that I, in so far as | am doubting, am capable of perceiving by the 
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senses. For as feet are needed for walking, so eyes are needed for seeing, 
and ears for hearing; yet since J have none of these organs — because I 
have no body —I cannot say I perceive by the senses. Furthermore, in the 
past I have thought while dreaming that I perceived by the senses many 
things which I did not really perceive. And since I have decided to admit 
nothing here unless its truth is such that I can have no doubts about it, I 
cannot say that I am a sentient being, i.e. one which sees with its eyes and 
hears with its ears. For it is possible in the way just described that.! 
believe | am perceiving by the senses, even though | have no senses. 

Eudoxus | cannot but stop you here, not to lead you off the road but to 
encourage you and make you consider what good sense can achieve if 
given proper direction. For is there anything in what you have said which 
is not exact, which is not validly argued, which is not correctly deduced 
from what has gone before? All these points have been stated and worked 
out not by means of logic, or a rule or pattern of argument, but simply by 
the light of reason and good sense. When this light operates on its own, it 
is less liable to go wrong than when it anxiously strives to follow the 
numerous different rules, the inventions of human ingenuity and idleness, 
which serve more to corrupt it than render it more perfect. Epistemon 
himself seems to agree with us on this point; for his silence indicates that 
he agrees entirely with what you have been saying. Go on, then, 
Polyander, and show him how far we can get with good sense, and also 
what conclusions can be derived from our first principle. 

Polyander Of all the attributes I once claimed as my own there is only 
one left worth examining, and that is thought. I find that it alone is such 
that I cannot detach it from myself. For if it is true that | am doubting (1 
cannot doubt that), it is equally true that I am thinking, for what is 
doubting if not thinking in a certain kind of way? Indeed, if I did not 
think at all, I could not know whether I doubted or even existed. But | 
exist, and I know what I am, and | know these facts because | am 
doubting, i.e. because I am thinking. It could even happen that, if I were 
to cease thinking for a moment, I would also completely cease to exist. So 
the one thing which I cannot separate from myself, and which | know for 
certain that lam, and which I can now assert with certainty without fear 
of being mistaken, that one thing, I say, is that I am a thinking thing. 

Eudoxus Epistemon, what do you think of what Polyander has just 
been saying? Do you find anything in his whole argument which is 
defective, or anything inconsistent? Would you have thought that an 
uneducated man who had never bothered to study could reason with 
such precision, and be so consistent in all his arguments? If Lam not mis- 
taken, you must, as a result of this, begin to see that if you simply know 
how to make proper use of your own doubt, you can use it to deduce 
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facts which are known with complete certainty — facts which are even 
more certain and more useful than those which we commonly build upon 
that great principle, as the basis to which they are all reduced, the fixed 
point on which they all terminate, namely, ‘It is impossible that one and 
the same thing should exist and at the same time not exist.’ Perhaps I 
shall have occasion to demonstrate the usefulness of doubt to you. But let 
us not interrupt the thread of Polyander’s remarks, or stray from the 
argument. So see whether you have anything to say or any objection to 
make. 

Epistemon Since you are asking me, even needling me, to take sides, | 
am going to show you what Logic can do when roused, and I shall raise 
such stiff obstacles that not only Polyander but even you will find it 
exceedingly difficult to get round them. So rather than going any further, 
let us stop here and take the trouble to make a rigorous examination of 
your fundamental principles and conclusions. With the aid of the true 
Logic and on the basis of your own principles, 1 shall demonstrate that 
nothing Polyander has said has a legitimate basis or leads to any firm 
conclusions. You say that you exist and you know you exist, and you 
know this because you are doubting and because you are thinking. But 
do you really know what doubting or what thinking is? Since you do not 
want to admit anything about which you are not certain or of which you 
do not have perfect knowledge, how can you be so sure that you exist, on 
the slender basis of such obscure facts as these? You should really have 
taught Polyander first of all what doubt is, what thought is, what 
existence is, so that his reasoning might have the strength of a demonstra- 
tion, and that he might understand himself before trying to make himself 
intelligible to others. 

Polyander That is quite beyond me; so I shall give up the struggle and 
leave you and Epistemon to unravel this knot together. 

Eudoxus | shall undertake the task with pleasure on this occasion, but 
only on condition that you act as judge in our dispute, for | dare not hope 
that Epistemon will give in to my arguments. Someone who, like him, is 
stuffed full of opinions and taken up with any number of preconceptions 
finds it difficult to submit himself exclusively to the natural light, for he 
has long been in the habit of yielding to authority rather than lending his 
ear to the dictates of his own reason, He would rather question others 
and ponder on what the ancients have written than consult his own 
thoughts about what judgement he should make. From childhood he has 
taken for reason what rested only on the authority of his teachers; so 
now he puts forward his own authority as reason, and is anxious that 
others should submit to him in the way that he himself once submitted to 
others. But | shall have cause to be content, and shall regard myself as 
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having more than adequately answered the objections which Epistemon 
put to you, if only you agree with whar I shall say, and your own reason 
convinces you of it. 

Epistemon Lam not so pigheaded or so difficult to persuade and satisfy 
as you think, And although I had reason to lack confidence in Polyander, 
iam positively eager to submit our dispute to his arbitration. As soon as 
he comes down on your side, I promise to admit defeat, But he must take 
care not to let himself be deceived or to make the mistake for which he 
reproaches’ others, ic. to regard his esteem for you as a convincing 
reason for believing what you say. 

Eudoxus If he relied on such a feeble basis for belief, he would surely 
be neglecting his own interests, and, I vouch, he will look after himself in 
this matter. But let us get back to our subject. | quite share your view, 
Epistemon, that we must know what doubt is, what thought is, what 
existence is, before being convinced of the truth of this inference, ‘I am 
doubting, therefore I exist’, or what amounts to the same thing, ‘I am 
thinking, therefore I exist’. But do not imagine that in order to know 
what these are, we have to rack our brains trying to find the ‘proximate 
genus’ and the ‘essential differentia’ which go to make up their true 
definition. We can leave that to someone who wants to be a professor or 
to debate in the Schools. But someone who wants to examine things for 
himself, and to base his judgements about them on his own conceptions, 
must surely have enough mental capacity to have adequate knowledge of 
what doubt, thought and existence are, whenever he attends to the 
question, without having to be taught the difference between them, 
Besides, there are, in my view, some things which are made more obscure 
by our attempts to define them: since they are very simple and clear, they 
are perceived and known just on their own, and there is no better way of 
knowing and perceiving them. Perhaps some of the most serious errors in 
the sciences are those committed by those who try-to define what should 
only be conceived, and who cannot distinguish between what js clear and 
what is obscure, nor tell the difference between something which needs 
and merits a definition if it is to be known and something which is best 
known just on its own. But doubt, thought and existence can be regarded 
as belonging to the class of things which have this sort of clarity and 
which are known just on their own. 

I would never have believed that there has ever existed anyone so 
dull that he had to be told what existence is before being able to 
conclude and assert that he exists. The same applies to doubt and 
thought. Furthermore, the only way we can learn such things is by 


1 Lat. exprobat (‘he reproaches') may be a misprint for exprobras (‘you reproach’). 
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ourselves: what convinces us of them is simply our own experience or 
awareness — that awareness or internal testimony which everyone 
experiences within himself when he ponders on such matters. Thus it 
would be pointless trying to define, for someone totally blind, what it is 
to be white: in order to know what that is, all that is needed is to have 
one’s eyes open and to see white. In the same way, in order to know what 
doubt and thought are, all one need do is to doubt or to think, That tells 
us all it is possible to know about them, and explains more about them 
than even the most precise definitions. So it is true that Polyander must 
have known these things before being able to draw the conclusions which 
he did. But, since we chose him as judge, let us ask him if he has ever been 
ignorant of what doubt or thought or existence is. 

Polyander 1 am quite delighted, | must admit, to hear you arguing 
about something which you could learn only from me. | am pleased to see 
that on this occasion at any rate you must acknowledge me as your 
teacher and regard yourselves as my pupils. So to put both of you out of 
your misery, I shall solve your problem at a stroke (it is totally 
unexpected events which we say happen ‘at a stroke’). I can say for sure 
that ] have never doubted what doubt is, though | only began to 
recognize it, or rather to give my attention to it, when Epistemon tried to 
cast doubt on it. As soon as you showed me what little certainty we can 
have in the existence of things which we can know only by means of the 
senses, | began to doubt them. This was enough to bring my doubt home 
to me and to make me certain of it. Thus I can state that as soon as | 
began to doubt, I began to have knowledge which was certain. But my 
doubt and my certainty did not relate to the same objects: my doubt 
applied only to things which existed outside me, whereas my certainty 
related to myself and my doubting. So Eudoxus was right when he said 
that there are things we cannot know about unless we see them. In order, 
then, to know what doubt and thought are, all we need do is to doubt 
and to think. The same applies to existence: to know what that is, all we 
need do is to understand the meaning of the word, for that tells us at once 
what the thing is which the word stands for, in so far as we can know it. 
There is no need here for a definition, which would confuse rather than 
clarify the issue. 

Epistemon Since Polyander is satisfied, 1 too shall agree, and | shall not 
press the argument any further. Bue, after two hours of discussion, | 
cannot see that he has made much progress. All Polyander has learnt with 
the aid of this marvellous method which you are making such a song 
about is the fact that he is doubting, that he is thinking, and that he is a 
thinking thing. Marvellous indeed! So many words for such a meagre 
result. Four words could have done the trick, and we should all have 
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agreed about it. As for myself, if | were required to spend so much time 
and engage in such a long discussion in order to learn such an 
insignificant fact, | would be very reluctant to make the effort. Our 
teachers have so much more to tell us, and they do so with much more 
assurance. Nothing holds them back; they deal with everything them- 
selves, and decide each point. Nothing deflects them from their purpose; 
nothing takes them by surprise. When they feel themselves pressed too 
hard on some point, an equivocation or a distinction gets them out of 
their difficulties. You can be sure that their method will always be 
preferred to yours, which casts doubt on everything, and has such a fear 
of tripping up that it is constantly dithering and making no headway. 

Eudoxus It was never my intention to prescribe to anyone the method 
which he should follow in his search for truth, but simply to describe the 
method which I used myself: if it should be thought to be defective, it 
would be rejected; if good and useful, others would use it too. I left it up 
to each individual to use it or reject it entirely as he saw fit. If someone 
should now say that it has not got me very far, this is a matter for 
experience to determine. Provided you continue to give me your atten- 
tion, |} am sure you will admit that we cannot be too careful in 
establishing our first principles, and that once these are established, the 
consequences will be able to be deduced more easily, and will take us 
further, than we dared hope was possible. All the mistakes made in the 
sciences happen, in my view, simply because at the beginning we make 
judgements too hastily, and accept as our first principles matters which 
are obscure and of which we do not have a clear and distinct notion. That 
this is true is shown by the slight progress we have made in the sciences 
whose first principles are certain and known by everyone. By contrast, in 
the case of sciences, whose principles are obscure and uncertain, those 
who are prepared to state their views honestly must admit that, for all the 
time they have spent reading many a vast tome; they have ended up 
realizing that they know nothing and have learnt nothing. So, my dear 
Epistemon, you should not be surprised that | wish to lead Polyander 
along a more certain path than the one I was led along myself, and that I 
am so careful and precise as to take nothing to be true if | am not as sure 
of it as 1 am of the certain fact that I exist, and am thinking, and am a 
thinking thing. 

Epistemon You seem to me to be like an acrobat who always lands on 
his feet, so constantly do you go back to your ‘first principle’. But if you 
go on in this way, your progress will be slow and limited. How are we 
always to find truths such that we can be as firmly convinced of them as 
we are of our own existence? 

Eudoxus That is not as difficult as you think. For all truths follow 
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logically from one another, and are mutually interconnected. The whole 
secret is to begin with the first and simplest truths, and then to proceed 
gradually and as it were step by step to the most remote and most 
complex truths. Now can anyone doubt that what I have laid down as 
the first principle is the first of all the facts we can get to know if we 
proceed more methodically? It is certain that we cannot doubt this, even 
if we doubt the truth of everything in the universe. Since, then, we are 
sure that we have made the right beginning, we must see to it that we do 
not go wrong from now on. We must take great care to admit as true 
nothing which is open to even the slightest doubt. With this in view, | say 
we should let Polyander speak on his own. The only master he follows is 
common sense, and his reason has not been marred by any false 
preconceptions. So it is hardly likely that he will be deceived; if he were, 
he would soon realize it, and would have no trouble getting back onto 
the road. So let us hear what he has to say; let him tell us about the things 
which, so he told us, he saw to be contained in our! first principle. 
Polyander So many things are contained in the idea of a thinking thing 
that it would take whole days to unfold them. We shail be dealing for the 
moment only with the most important things, and with those which help 
to make the notion of a thinking thing more distinct, and which will help 
us to avoid confusing it with notions which have nothing to do with it. By 
a ‘thinking thing’ | mean .. 2 
1 The Amsterdam edition (1701) has ‘your’ (vestro}, but the sense requires ‘our’ (nostro). 


One might, alternatively, give this sentence to Epistemon. 
2 The Amsterdam: edition inserts here the sentence, “The rest is missing.’ 
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mode(s) 31, §4, 109, 117, 125, £30,292 
motion 86 
mountain (and valley) 46,70, 84, 225 
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nature(s) (see also essence/nature} 1066, 
115, 222 
eternal/true and immutable 44f, 47,76, 
83f, 91,135, 149, 2226, 261, 281 
simple 427 
negative/positive idea 31, 38, ta5f 
nerves 60f, 236 
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292, 39tf 
Descartes’ ‘new’ 387! 
and geometry 5 
and theology 3ff, 390ff 
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153, 1738 : 
quantity 44, 143,174 


real distinction 54,72, 86,95, 114, t19f, 
140, 1551, 160, 247, 282 
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existence of see cogito argument 
idea of 129,199, 234f, 258 
knowledge of 17-20, 22f, 54, 1q1ff, 
157, 185ff, rotf, 247 
origin of existence of 33, 68, 77ff, 146f, 
209f 
self-evident propositions 115 
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nature of 278, 283, 285, 287, 417f 
time, divisions of 78f, 148, 255 
nature of 33, 78f 
transubstantiation 173ff, 392 
Treatise on Man 2470 
triangle, essence/natureof 45f,47f, 50,76, 
107, 125, 135, t4tf, C44, 17H, Y23F 
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